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Note on Transliteration 


In this book, which moves frequently between China and Russia and spans the 
1917 divide, there is considerable variation in the way names and places are 
spelt in my sources. Where possible, I have sought to adopt the most com- 
monly recognized spelling of toponyms (e.g., Kashgar, Moscow). One slight 
exception to this is my preference for “Turkistan” in place of “Turkestan” 
(except when transcribing from Russian). Otherwise, Chinese and Russian 
names and places are transcribed according to the standard pinyin and Library 
of Congress systems respectively, though I have removed Russian soft signs in 
the body of the text. Lest the juxtaposition of Chinese and Russian termi- 
nology lead to confusion, I have translated administrative terms into English 
as far as possible (e.g., “circuit” instead of Chinese dao, “province” for Russian 
oblast’, etc.). In dealing with Muslim names I have opted for a simplified, 
diacritic-free transcription based on Arabic-script spellings (e.g., Rozibaqiev, 
not Rozybakiev). For technical terms and citations I have based my approach 
on the principles outlined in the International Journal of Middle East Studies, 
while seeking to give some expression to the idiosyncrasies of a period in which 
Arabic-script orthography was in constant flux. Depending on the place of pub- 
lication, I have vocalized the titles of Turkic works according to either Tatar/ 
Chaghatay (for Turkistani/Uzbek publications) or Uyghur transcriptions (for 
“Soviet” Uyghur and pre-1949 publications in Xinjiang). In transcribing Uyghur, 
I prefer the a/a/e system to the a/e/é of the new Uyghur Internet orthography. 
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Introduction 


his book is a study of the modern history of the Turkic-speaking Muslims 
of Xinjiang, the Uyghurs. It is a history of creative responses from below 
to imperial, national, and revolutionary state policies, told from the point of 
view of people whose life stories not only span the boundary between China 
and Russia but intersect with the history of the Ottoman Empire as well. At 
the meeting point of these empires a political space emerged that was struc- 
tured by the interplay of imperial and spiritual loyalties, institutions of autonomy 
and extraterritoriality, and negotiations between rulers and ruled. My book de- 
tails the place of Xinjiang in the wider history of imperial and Islamic reform 
in the early twentieth century and tells the story of efforts to mobilize a diverse 
diaspora of Xinjiang Muslims in the wake of the Russian Revolution to inter- 
vene in the revolutionary process. In doing so I trace the emergence of a new 
rhetoric of Uyghur nationhood in the Soviet 1920s and follow its transmission 
back to Xinjiang. 
The idea of a Uyghur nation connects today's Uyghurs to a Uyghur people 
who featured prominently in the pre-Islamic history of Central Asia, before 
fading from the historical record in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 


Talk of a Uyghur nation was an innovation in the early 1920s, and its meaning 
was often questioned, but by the mid-1930s the Uyghurs had been accorded 


official recognition as a nation in both the Soviet Union and the Chinese prov- 
ince of Xinjiang. While it is customary to view the creation of the Uyghur 


nation from within the study of Soviet nationalities policy, it deserves to be 
situated in a wider frame of reference, as one of a number of radical national 
reinventions that occurred around the world in the first half of the twentieth 
century. From this point of view, it was a highly successful undertaking. Yet 
when judged in terms of the aspirations that drove this reinvention—that by 


2 Uyghur Nation 


becoming national the Muslims of Xinjiang would resolve the political and 
social difficulties that they faced in China—the results have been mixed at best. 
For all the issues confronting the republics of Central Asia, independent nations 
such as the Uzbeks and Kazakhs at least have something to show for the experi- 
ence of early Soviet nation building. The outcome of the Uyghur national project 
has been much more ambiguous. 

Thanks in large part to the ongoing conflict in Xinjiang, the Uyghurs today 
are much better known than when I first commenced research for this book. 
Numbering some ten million, they comprise one of the largest of China’s 
minzu—a term once rendered as “nationality” but more frequently glossed as 
“ethnic group” in China today. Their historical claims to Xinjiang have been 
given limited recognition in the form of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Re- 
gion. Less well known is the fact that a substantial community of Uyghurs 
resides across the border to China’s west, in what was the Russian Empire, 
became the Soviet Union, and now consists of the independent republics of 
Kazakhstan, Kirghizstan, and Uzbekistan. Numbering around a hundred 
thousand at the time of the Russian Revolution, in terms of size this émigré 
community has always been insignificant in comparison to the Uyghurs of Xin- 
jiang. Within Central Asia, too, they have rarely registered in the region’s his- 
tory and remain a marginal community today. In acting as a bridge between 
Xinjiang and the Islamic and Soviet worlds, though, they are of immense im- 
portance for the story to be told in this book. 

Residing along the fault line dividing Central Asia into two halves (referred 
to in this book as Chinese and Russian Turkistan), the history of the Uyghurs 
has been similarly divided in two. Among the small community of scholars 
of Xinjiang it is common to refer to distinct groups of “Soviet Uyghurs” and 
“Xinjiang Uyghurs.” This division reflects the pressure that Uyghurs have faced 
to inscribe their own history within the political boundaries that others have 
drawn around them.’ There have been points in the twentieth century when 
political conditions permitted the “Soviet Uyghurs” to express solidarity with 
their ethnic brethren in Xinjiang, but this was always secondary to celebrating 
the “flowering of Uyghur culture” in the more favorable conditions of the So- 
viet Union.’ Similarly in the People’s Republic of China, each minzu is thought 
of as a self-contained member of a Chinese family of nations, with little avenue 
for exploration of international ties. 

In confronting this situation, my book seeks to weave a story spanning both 
sides of this frontier into a single narrative. This is not simply of value to Uy- 
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ghur history, I believe, but to Central Asian history more generally. Few studies 
in any discipline devote equal space to either side of the Russia-China divide, 
as this book does. Historians of Central Asia, particularly in the West, tend to 
approach the region as either a Russian or a Chinese frontier and only occa- 
sionally peer across the fence into the neighboring backyard. Despite the cur- 
rent emphasis on transnational and comparative history, the task of integrating 
the history of the two Turkistans is rarely attempted. To the extent that these 
two neighboring regions are connected in scholarship, it is primarily in the 
history of Sino-Russian trade, and Russian/Soviet foreign policy toward Xin- 
jiang. My book intersects with this body of work in a number of ways, but does 
so from a local perspective, connecting the impersonal historiography of eco- 
nomic ties and interstate relations with the social dynamics and political aspi- 
rations among the majority Turkic-speaking population. 

My aim here is not simply to add the history of the “Soviet Uyghurs” to 
that of the “Xinjiang Uyghurs,” but by combining the two to reveal what these 
categories conceal. Most important in this respect is to bring to light the his- 
tory of those who move between these two groups, people who were active in 
the Soviet Union while remaining Chinese citizens with connections to Xin- 
jiang. In the early-twentieth-century history of Xinjiang, there is hardly a prom- 
inent individual whose life story does not intersect with the Soviet Union in 
some way, but such ties remain the stuff of legend, not scholarship. On the So- 
viet side, the history of the construction of the Uyghur nation within the So- 
viet Union also leaves little room for these natives of Xinjiang, focusing almost 
exclusively on those who were born on Russian or Soviet soil and on the 
emergence of the Uyghurs as a Soviet nation conforming to the template set 
by Stalin’s theory of the nation. By recovering the story of the sojourning 
Chinese citizens, my book seeks to complicate this familiar narrative of a 
nation-in-formation. 

For many scholars, the primary frame of reference for Soviet nations is the 
state, with its classificatory schemes and nationalities policy. I argue in this book 
that an account of the emergence of the Uyghur nation must begin elsewhere. 
I describe it as the convergence of two distinct stories, a convergence that was 
by no means inevitable, and in some respects highly unlikely. One of these sto- 
ries is that of the rediscovery of the Turkic past among intellectuals connected 
to the Russian Muslim and Ottoman world of letters. This was the work of self 
styled modernizers, who identified with the prerevolutionary cause of educa- 
tional reform and the “Jadidist” tradition. The second is the history of efforts 
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to capitalize on the breach created by the Russian Revolution to effect political 
change in Xinjiang. The historical legacy of the Uyghurs, I will show, served as 
a rallying point for this intervention, and its political significance often out- 
weighed the ethnic or national connotations that the term held. This was a com- 
plicated process, much of which occurred beyond the bounds of Soviet policy 
making, and many misconceptions still remain as to the motivations for, and 
import of, early invocations of Uyghur nationhood. 

Some of the activism described in this book fits within a classic definition 
of nationalism, proposing the existence of a Uyghur nation with rights to a Uy- 
ghur state in Xinjiang. Much of it, though, does not. As a historical symbol, 
the Uyghur legacy fit within a variety of evolving communal narratives in the 
early twentieth century, which were at times complementary and at times com- 
peting. The romantic rediscovery of Uyghur civilization gave rise to a bifur- 
cated discourse between narratives that identified the Uyghurs with a golden 
age that was the common inheritance of the world’s Turkic-speaking peoples 
and those that accorded certain peoples and places privileged claims to the Uy- 
ghur past. As an element of communal genealogy, “Uyghur” had both pan- 
Turkic and ethnonational applications, and the two remained in dialogue 
throughout the early twentieth century. Instead of squeezing these diverse ap- 
propriations of the Uyghur past into a narrow notion of Uyghur nationalism, I 
refer in this book to forms of “Uyghurist” politics. Even with the consolidation 
of authorized versions of Uyghur identity in Soviet and Chinese administrative 
regimes, the dialectic of pan-Turkic and particularist narratives can be seen in 
efforts to flesh out a national history for the Uyghurs. 

Given its multivalence, it is not surprising that the Uyghur symbol was popu- 
larized as a political rallying point before it was widely thought of as a form 
of national identity. For such a radical revision of communal identity to be 
carried out successfully, I suggest, a political enterprise was essential. While 
existing accounts of the Uyghurs make reference to the rapid emergence of 
discourse on a Uyghur nation in the Soviet 1920s, few acknowledge the fact 
that redefining the community is a radical, indeed revolutionary, act, as likely 
to divide its putative members as to unite them. A common sense of belonging to 
a community of Xinjiang Muslims was not sufficient to persuade someone to 
identify as Uyghur in the 1920s. Nor did the Soviet Union have the intention, 
or the ability, to simply impose national identities on its population. The So- 
viet political and ethnographic mission was to identify and rationalize national 
classifications, not to invent them from whole cloth. In the case of the other 
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nations of Central Asia—for example the Kazakhs—there was precedent for 
identifying people in these terms, even if these categories were contested or were 
not necessarily a primary focus of communal identification. Sponsoring the re- 
vival of long-lost ethnonyms such as “Uyghur” was never an objective of Soviet 
policy. 

A landmark-naming event in the history of the Qing dynasty offers a point 
of comparison. When the khan Hong Taiji decreed in 1635 that henceforth 
his people were to be known as “Manchus,” the unfamiliar ethnonym served 
as a rallying point for the Manchu invasion of China. Qing historians continue 
to debate the extent to which this redefinition had, or eventually took on, ethnic 
and national significance in the course of the Qing dynasty.’ All would agree, 
though, that without the “great enterprise” of the Qing conquest, Hong Taiji’s 
proclamation of a new Manchu identity would have been meaningless. My ap- 
proach to the Uyghurs is similar. The Russian Revolution created a space in 
which stable social categories fractured and were redefined. As Peter Holquist’s 
study of the Don Cossacks has shown, the revolution and civil war was a period 
in which the line between estate divisions, political organizations, and nation- 
ality became blurred, and “political allegiance could determine ‘social’ identity.”° 
It was in this space, well before the crystallization of official Soviet nationalities 
policy in the mid-1920s, that activists cultivated the new Uyghurist view of 
the Muslims of Chinese Turkistan.° 

Here I should distinguish my approach from the historical study of what 
we now refer to as Uyghur identity, or Uyghur ethnicity. Much scholarly work 
on the Uyghurs invokes these categories, inquiring into historical trends that 
gave rise to expressions of identity and difference among the Tarim Basin Mus- 
lims, how Uyghur identity has been constructed and maintained socially, or 
the ability of Uyghur identity to inspire resistance to Chinese policies.” It may 
be the case that protonational forms of ethnic identification that conform to 
the contours of today’s Uyghur nation can be found in the historical record in 
Xinjiang. Certainly, communal narratives that predate the twentieth century 
play a part in the construction of Uyghur national identity today.? My research 
has led me to conclude, however, that the emerging Uyghurist discourse was 
not initially grounded in these symbols of ethnic identity. The constituency 
imagined by this genealogical thinking was defined by religion and subjecthood, 
as the Muslims of China. As such, its earliest formulations included people who 
were not part of the protonational *we" of Chinese Turkistan, most significantly 
the Chinese-speaking Muslims, known as Hui or Dungan. The association of 
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the Uyghur category with ethnic symbols—its ethnicization—was a secondary 
step, and is difficult to trace with any accuracy in the sources we have at hand. 
My book therefore maintains a focus on the political applications that various 
actors have found for this category, and the way it has been substantiated through 
networks, organizations, and state institutions on either side of the Russia-China 
boundary. 


Intersecting Empires and the Xinjiang Treaty Ports 


As in any national history, there is an intellectual story to be told about why 
the connotations of the Uyghur national symbol held the emotive attractions 
that it did. Chapter 1 provides that background by tracing the history of the 
original Uyghurs and the meaning imparted to that history by scholars, admin- 
istrators, and eventually reformers of a variety of backgrounds in the early 
twentieth century. From that point on my interest will be in the way that politics 
was constituted along the Xinjiang-Russia border, the shape of the diaspora 
communities that developed along it, and the experience of various sections of 
the Xinjiang Muslim community in Russian Turkistan during the revolution 
and its aftermath. Through periods of modernizing reform and revolution these 
structures and practices evolved, but nevertheless they constitute a core around 
which a history such as this can be told. 

It seemed to many in the nineteenth century that Qing dominion in Xin- 
jiang would not last long. In the 1820s, the Russian Orthodox monk and sinol- 
ogist Nikolai Bichurin mischievously insisted that “Chinese Turkistan” was a 
misnomer for the region, “since East Turkistan cannot remain forever under 
the rule of China "7 As imperial competition in Asia intensified, the Qing Em- 
pire was stretched to breaking point by internal rebellions. No sooner had the 
court pacified the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom (1854-1864) than the great 
Muslim uprising of the northwest broke out. In the 1860s, as the violence spread 
to Xinjiang, the province was partitioned by a string of rebel regimes. The 
emirate of Yaqub Beg (d. 1877) in Kashgar was the longest lasting and ultimately 
looked to the Ottoman Empire for confirmation and support. To its north an in- 
dependent sultan was installed in the Ili Valley, but he was soon to be dethroned 
and exiled by the Russians, who occupied Ili from 1871 to 1882. Meanwhile in 
Uriimchi, today the capital of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, a 
Chinese-speaking Muslim (Hui) king emerged, linked by his Sufi affiliations 
to the Muslims of Gansu. In this three-way division of the province we see a 
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set of alternatives to Beijing-centered rule in Xinjiang, which in many ways 
defined the limits of possibility for the years to follow: Xinjiang as a Kashgar- 
centered, Istanbul-aligned Islamic state; as the next stage in Russia's colonial 
advance across the steppe; or as a sanctuary for Chinese-speaking Muslim 
rebels fighting for autonomy in regions further east. 

The outcome in the 1870s was none of these, as Zuo Zongtang’s Hunanese 
army succeeded in reconquering Xinjiang for the Qing: Chinese Turkistan, for 
the time being, remained Chinese. The revolt and the Russian occupation left 
a significant mark, though, as the evacuating Russians took with them the ma- 
jority of the Ili Valley's Muslim population. This migration laid the foundation 
for the most compact population of Xinjiang Muslims in Russian territory—the 
Taranchis and Dungans of Semireche province. The second consequence of 
Russian withdrawal from occupied Ili was the Treaty of Saint Petersburg of 
1881, which created the preconditions for a new influx of Russian commerce 
into China's northwest and extended the tsar's protection across the already sig- 
nificant mercantile networks of Central Asian Muslims in Xinjiang. 

While previous Qing administrations had felt little need to delimit a clear 
boundary to Xinjiang's west, preferring to view it as a zone of remote tribu- 
taries, the late Qing was in no position to maintain this fiction. As Russian 
Turkistan became Russian, and all of India became British, each of these neigh- 
bors drew Xinjiang into a colonial periphery of its own. The Qing court's 
ability to maintain its authority in Xinjiang depended on the disposition of these 
two Great Game rivals, who eyed each other across a space they treated not so 
much as inalienable Qing territory as a buffer zone of ambiguous sovereignty. 
While retaining its ethnic distinctiveness, provincial Xinjiang increasingly 
resembled the spheres of influence spreading throughout coastal China and 
Manchuria, dotted by treaty ports where foreigners enjoyed special privileges. 
In an effort to strengthen Xinjiang’s bonds to the center, Zuo Zongtang’s recon- 
quest led to the restructuring of Xinjiang as a fully fledged Chinese province, 
but it did not take long for officials to abandon the ambitious thinking that lay 
behind provincialization. Muhammad Imin Bughra, a leader in Republican- 
era politics in Xinjiang, refers to this period as that of the “two-and-a-half 
governments" — Russia and Britain counting for one each, and the Qing only 
half—a pithy description of what scholars refer to as semicolonialism.!° 

In commencing my narrative at this point, I pick up where recent English- 
language scholarship on Xinjiang leaves off, much of it categorized as part of 
the so-called New Qing History.!! Motivated by a desire for a less sinocentric 
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view of Qing history, scholars have come to depict the Qing as an empire among 
empires, with a focus on the institution and manipulation of “difference” as a 
key to elucidating the empire’s inner workings. With an emphasis on Manchu 
empire building, this work breaks with earlier efforts to construct a “China- 
centered” social history that dealt with China’s core economic regions, calling 
instead for a “Qing-centered” history of the Qing. This has given impetus to 
the study of the Qing as an expansive Inner Asian polity, adapting techniques 
of Eurasian state building in ways comparable to contemporary land-based 
empires such as Russia, and to the study of its colonial possessions such as 
Xinjiang. For its eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century history, such an 
approach to Xinjiang has much to recommend it, but for provincial Xinjiang 
a “Qing-centered” focus on Manchu and Mongol military actors, colonial ad- 
ministrators, and Chinese settlers is not enough. From the point of view of 
the Qing court, provincial Xinjiang was still its “new frontier,” but it cannot be 
studied from this single center/periphery perspective alone. In this respect, a 
“Qing-centered” history remains all too China-centered to be applied to late- 
Qing Xinjiang. To think of Xinjiang as a Chinese province abutting neigh- 
boring colonial empires requires us to explore the way in which projections 
of sovereignty and authority from multiple directions interacted in this new 
environment. 

Although it has done much to legitimate the study of non-Chinese regions, 
the popularity of frontier history has tended to isolate the region as something 
different from the society of the Chinese heartland, requiring tools of analysis 
particular to frontier specialists. This has, paradoxically, limited our ability to 
incorporate the frontier into Chinese history, since it asks different questions 
of it. If, as I suggest, Xinjiang from the late nineteenth century onward may be 
productively compared to China’s cosmopolitan modernizing coastal centers 
and their hinterlands, then we need a different way of thinking about Xinjiang 
as part of China. The challenge in applying such a perspective to Xinjiang is 
that we must bring the majority Muslim population into our analysis. This is 
not always easy on the basis of Chinese sources, but becomes possible by syn- 
thesizing the multiple colonial archives produced in provincial Xinjiang and 
incorporating local Islamic sources into our work. 

Adopting this treaty port perspective brings us back to some familiar themes 
in late-nineteenth-century Qing history. Studies of the consequences of extra- 
territoriality, the manipulation of categories of subjecthood, or the cultural 
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impact of the treaty ports, all offer points of comparison for the study of pro- 
vincial Xinjiang.'!* Beyond this, we should also consider the lessons of the 
social history of the post-Taiping Yangtze delta, which has highlighted the in- 
trusion of the local gentry into spheres of activity previously occupied by official 
actors." In Xinjiang, as much as in the empire’s heartland of the Yangtze delta, 
state-sponsored enterprise and initiatives toward local autonomy saw a new 
stratum of rich merchants emerge as conspicuous collaborators with the late- 
Qing bureaucracy. Yet these days (an epithet meaning “wealthy”), as they were 
known, can be only hazily perceived in the records of Xinjiang’s Chinese bu- 
reaucracy, and their relations with Chinese officialdom must be studied on the 
basis of non-Chinese sources. Such an approach offers, I think, a better pros- 
pect of an integrative history of the late Qing, one that is capable of making 
meaningful comparisons between regions often studied in isolation. 

This approach may lead us to rethink some of our familiar categories in Chi- 
nese history. To take one example, in contrast to earlier periods of tight border 
controls, provincial Xinjiang witnessed an ever-increasing flow of people and 
goods across its borders. Some of these migrants were political exiles leaving 
Chinese territory for good, but others formed part of the empire-wide exodus 
of traders and laborers—a flow that is often subsumed within a notion of the 
"Chinese diaspora" (Puaqiao). Bringing treaty-port Xinjiang into this story re- 
quires us to modify our terminology and think instead in terms of a history of 
the experience of Qing subjects abroad. As elsewhere in the empire, motiva- 
tions for travel were many and varied. In this book I discuss the flight from 
failed nineteenth-century rebellions that took thousands of Qing subjects into 
Russian Turkistan; the equally politicized but controlled migration of Xinjiang 
Muslims in the 1880s, sanctioned by the Treaty of Saint Petersburg; organic 
flows of merchants, creating a Kashgari commercial network in Russia; and a 
growing exodus of migrant labor that peaked during World War I. Like the 
Qing diaspora elsewhere, these movements were prompted both by policies 
and by individual choices, and created an internally differentiated diaspora 
community. 

There were of course differences between China’s continental and coastal 
treaty ports. Xinjiang was one of several Qing borderlands where the “big im- 
perialism" of foreign powers intruded on the “little imperialism” of the Qing 
(to borrow Stevan Harrell’s terms). In Xinjiang, Qing officials and Russian con- 
suls presided over Muslims who had much more in common with each other 
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than they did with those ruling them. Imperial subjecthood, rather than reli- 
gion or ethnicity, was the key dividing line between foreigner and native, and 
one that was easy for locals to cross.'4 The confusion of subjecthood categories, 
or the “subjecthood question” as it was known, was a constant challenge 
for officials in Qing and Republican Xinjiang, and elements of it persisted well 
into the second half of the twentieth century. 

A second distinctive feature of this environment was the way in which 
colonial relationships were replicated within diaspora communities. Muslim 
subjects of the tsar benefited from the terms of Russia’s treaties with the Qing 
and enjoyed the same privileges of extraterritoriality as did ethnic Russians. 
Yet these Muslims still stood in a colonial relationship to the Russian consular 
officials appointed among them. As a result, the Russian presence in Xinjiang 
re-created forms of native autonomy that had been instituted in Russian 
Turkistan itself. Chief among these was the position of trading headman, or 
aqsaqal, who mediated the three-way relationship of Russia, Qing China, and 
the trading network itself. While never mentioned in any treaty between 
Russia and the Qing, the agsaqal not only thrived in provincial Xinjiang 
but came to be viewed as a valid alternative to formal means of supervising 
trading communities abroad and was eventually incorporated into Chinese 
policy. 

The history of institutions such as the agsaqal is important, I believe, in 
helping us to identify the distinct forms of political authority created in this 
frontier environment, in the way that historians have done for the Chinese di- 
aspora of Southeast Asia. It also helps us to avoid two historiographical pit- 
falls: one, reducing these communities to pawns in a Russia-China conflict the 
other, situating these Muslims outside that conflict entirely, as a mobile and 
evasive network that sought to conceal its activities from the state. In the case 
of Xinjiang, such an approach has been fostered by work relying on Chinese 
sources that give little sense of the close involvement of Kashgari bays with local 
officials. In correcting this bias, provincial Xinjiang and its bazaars start to look 
comparable in important ways to the treaty port societies of coastal China, wit- 
ness to increasing collaboration between the bureaucracy and local elite, as 
well as to the dynamics of colonial extraterritoriality. This book will trace the 
ways in which these trading networks became conduits for border-crossing 
political projects and the activities of the Kashgari merchantry as cultural pa- 
trons. Throughout this story the 445444, as both a commercial and communal 
representative, will play a prominent part. 
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Jadidism and the Nation in Russia and China 


I have highlighted here the economic and diplomatic imbalance between Russia 
and the Qing, but even at its height the Manchu emperors never viewed their 
Muslim subjects in the same way as did the tsars. Russia was a confessional state 
sharing a border with the Ottoman Empire and frequently clashed with it in 
the Caucasus, Black Sea, and the Balkans. In its diplomacy with the Ottomans, 
Russia positioned itself as a defender of Orthodoxy and champion of Slavic in- 
terests and saw its Muslim population as part of an Islamic world in which its 
loyalties were potentially divided. The Qing had a different view of Islam, not 
influenced by geopolitical strategy or Orientalist discourse on the fanaticism 
or stagnation of Muslim society. For the Qing, if the empires Muslims pre- 
sented a threat, it was because of heterodox customs such as the blind following 
of charismatic Sufi shaykhs, not any connection to the Ottoman sultan or trans- 
imperial hajj networks. In this environment, though Qing officials policed 
Sufi brotherhoods among the Chinese-speaking Hui (Dungans) closely, ex- 
pressing loyalty in a spiritual sense to the Ottoman sultan as the caliph of all 
Muslims, even praying for him during the communal worship on Fridays, was 
not treated as a threat. 

From the 1880s onward, Manchu rulers and Chinese scholar-officials 
adopted stop-start measures toward “nationalizing” the empire and inculcating 
elements of Chinese culture among its Muslims. The conversion of Xinjiang to 
a province and the introduction of Chinese primary schooling (the xuetang) were 
aspects of this sinicizing revival. Yet by 1911 these efforts were widely seen to 
have failed. When Chinese revolutionaries drew stars on their flag to represent 
the nation's provinces, they drew only the eighteen of what we might call "China 
proper." Xinjiang, the empire's nineteenth province, remained a colonial de- 
pendency in the new nation's self-imagination, and one that some were willing 
to jettison. In practice, too, Chinese republicanism in Xinjiang enjoyed only a 
brief moment in the sun. The provinces first republican governor, Yang Zengxin 
(1864—1928), practiced a conservative style of post-Qing politics, carefully bal- 
ancing the interests of non-Chinese elites and resisting calls from rival war- 
lords and nationalists to colonize and develop the nation’s periphery.!ó 

The weakness of the Qing and its laissez-faire approach to Islam in Xin- 
jiang offered easy entrée for intellectual trends from the outside world to 
Xinjiang. There were many conduits for such trends—long-standing religious 
and scholarly networks linking China to the rest of the Islamic world, now 
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reinforced by the circulation of print journalism, and the presence of many 
Russian Muslims, along with a few Ottoman Muslims, living and working 
in Xinjiang. The conditions that permitted such ties to flourish gave foreign 
Muslims a positive impression of communal freedom in China, which con- 
trasted favorably with restrictions on Muslim autonomy in Russia. Yet the light 
hand of the Qing also meant that foreign notions of a crisis in the Islamic 
world, and exhortations to modernize, often fell on deaf ears in Xinjiang. It 
was primarily Xinjiang Muslims who found themselves in new political con- 
texts in Russia and the Ottoman Empire, who inserted Xinjiang and its Mus- 
lims into these new discourses. 

The most significant response among Muslims in Russia to the pressure of 
the confessional empire was a derivative discourse of modernization known as 
Jadidism. Initially focusing on the implementation of the New Method (usil-i 
jadid) of primary schooling, the Jadidist critique spilled into many spheres of 
sociability. Jadidism was but one expression of a widely felt aspiration in the 
colonial world: that appropriating standards of enlightenment and civilization 
propounded by the colonial empires was the best way to ward off these threats. 
As Adeeb Khalid has discussed, the Jadidists eschewed questions of sovereignty, 
instead urging Muslims to first advance along the path to modernity through 
educational reform." Xinjiang was the one place in the world where the pre- 
scriptions of Jadidist schooling and cultural innovation were applied outside 
Russia, and this book extends the historiography of Jadidism by tracing this 
transmission. While the Ili Valley, linking the Russian province of Semireche 
and Xinjiang, served as a conduit for Tatar Jadidism, pedagogical experiments 
elsewhere in the province drew on Bukharan and Ottoman trends. 

Xinjiang’s links to the Ottoman Empire figure prominently in politicized 
narratives of Xinjiang's history. Chinese scholars and analysts often trace the 
threat to stability in Xinjiang today to the “two pan’s” (shuang fan zhuyi)—pan- 
Islamism and pan-Turkism—which they depict as striking the province like a 
spreading infection in the late nineteenth century. At the turn of the century 
both Britain and Russia kept tabs on what they regarded as a pan-Islamist and 
Ottoman threats to their colonies in Asia, threats that occasionally seemed to 
implicate the oasis dwellers of Chinese Turkistan. Yet there is good reason to 
be skeptical of these alarmist narratives. While not entirely dismissive of the 
emotive bonds represented by notions of transnational Muslim or Turkic 
identity, recent studies have found little evidence of any proactive pan- 
Islamic or pan-Turkist Ottoman policy. As Michael Reynolds’s study of the 
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Ottoman approach toward the Muslims of Russia has shown, Istanbul statesmen 
occasionally drew on transnational visions of community as legitimating de- 
vices, but remained focused at all times on the empire’s survival. Similarly, 
James Meyer depicts the work of early pan-Turkists such as Yusuf Akcura as a 
pragmatic response to the crisis facing the Ottomans and not a political pro- 
gram for the world’s Turks.! 

In the case of China, the demonization of pan-Islamism and pan-Turkism 
is doubly misplaced. Whether in Istanbul or Kazan, Muslims looking on at the 
Qing did not see there an oppressive empire that could be compared to the threat 
that Russia or Britain posed to the Islamic world. At first, modernist intellec- 
tuals articulated a view of China that had much in common with prevailing 
(and highly negative) Orientalist views, treating it as a civilizational unity dis- 
tinct from the Muslim world.” This was gradually tempered by an emerging 
discourse that tended to exaggerate the size and political significance of Chi- 
nas Muslim population, inspiring hope of an Islamic revival in the East. For 
some, the Russo-Japanese war of 1904—1905 consolidated this growing iden- 
tification with Asia, and with it a view of China as a victim of colonialism, 
and which Chinese Muslims should therefore defend. The radicalizing climate 
of World War I brought about a turn to more racialized Turkist political vi- 
sions, which further consolidated a sense of Asian identity and a bond of soli- 
darity with China among these Muslims. To the extent that we consider these 
various ideological currents, therefore, we should not limit ourselves to the 
“two pan’s,” but take into consideration a third: pan-Asianism. When Russian 
Muslim and Ottomans enjoined Xinjiang Muslims, as Muslims, to tread the 
path toward enlightenment, they envisaged this as a collaborative project be- 
tween Muslims and Chinese to defend the Chinese nation from European 
imperialism. 

From the late nineteenth century onward, intellectual shifts in the Ottoman 
Empire found a reflection among a small group of Xinjiang Muslims who were 
either living in Ottoman domains or following the empire’s tribulations from 
afar. The Ottoman turn to pan-Islamic discourse during the reign of Sultan 
Abdulhamid (r. 1876—1909), as Cemal Aydin has discussed, was prompted by 
disillusionment with efforts to fend off imperial aggression by matching the 
civilizational standards of the West. This in turn gave way to efforts among 
intellectuals, particularly those who were critical of Sultan Abdulhamid’s 
authoritarianism, to stake out a specifically Turkic civilizational narrative for 
themselves. This was fueled in part by Arab-Turk conflict in the Ottoman 
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provinces, but also by the scholarly rediscovery of the ancient Turkic past that 
was then occurring on Orientalist expeditions to Mongolia and China. Such 
a revision raised the status of Turkistan as the native land of the Turks, and the 
Uyghurs as pioneers of Turkic civilization. 

Turn-of-the-century Turkism found a degree of support in Russia, for ex- 
ample in Ismail Gasprinskii’s call for readers of his Russo-Turkic daily The In- 
terpreter (Iarjeman) to adopt a pan-Turkic literary standard. Gasprinskii's 
Turkism was an intervention into a debate among Russian Muslims that had 
previously centered on the applicability of notions of “Bolghar” or “Tatar” iden- 
tity in the history of the Russian Muslims. Cultural pan-Turkism, in turn, fell 
from favor among a rising generation of Russian Muslim intellectuals in first 
decade of the twentieth century, who swung behind a territorialized vision of 
a Kazan-centered Tatar nation. Scholars attribute the growth of the Tatarist 
camp to a variety of factors: the influence of missionary pedagogies tailored to 
the ethnic particularities of the peoples of the Volga; the political discrediting 
of pan-Islamic and pan-Turkic rhetoric; and the attraction of social Darwinist 
theories.*” Michael Friedrich highlights the fact that in Russia's conservative 
Third Duma period (1907-1912), the notion of an “established national liter- 
ature” was invoked to discriminate in education policy between “Western” 
nationalities such as the Finns and backward “Eastern” nationalities such as 
the ^Muslims."?! For a minority of Russian Muslims, the environment necessi- 
tated a sharp turn toward constructing an explicitly Tatar literature and culture, 
fashioned out of the language of the village and not of the madrasa. In the 
process, the Tatarist avant-garde created a template for other non-Russian na- 
tionalities of the empire to follow in constructing a national history. 

To simplify what in reality was an interconnected process, the turns toward 
“Turkification” in Anatolia and “Tatarization” in Russia presented a choice to 
those Muslims from Xinjiang who felt a similar need to revise their communal 
narratives in national terms. Those living within the Russian Empire were more 
likely to be drawn to the particularistic Tatar approach to national culture and 
identity, while those in Istanbul (and Xinjiang) found it easy to simply shift the 
emphasis from Muslim to Turk. Some of these were committed Jadidists, while 
others were already disillusioned with the transformative capacity of Jadidist 
cultural politics. What they had in common was a marginal position in local 
society. It was not the strength of their ideas that propelled some of these men 
to positions of leadership in the community. It was the rupture, and the po- 
litical vacuum, created by the Russian Revolution. 
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Caravans and Communists 


The transition from reform to revolution is a well-worn historiographical path. 
Yet not everyone who rose to prominence in Soviet Central Asia had a Jadidist 
background, and it would be wrong to think of the history of revolutionary 
Turkistan simply as the working out of the unfinished business of prerevo- 
lutionary Jadidism. As historians of the Russian Revolution know, it is easy enough 
to study the publicists and theorists among Russian radicals through their 
speeches and publications. It is harder to trace the lives of less visible revolu- 
tionaries who built up networks of contacts through hazardous, and unglam- 
orous, careers in the revolutionary underground. In Central Asia, the ex-Jadidists 
have left a legacy of literate advocacy for national interests. To balance the picture 
in this book, I set them alongside a different group, the border-crossing Kash- 
garis, who emerged from a largely invisible world of the Kashgari diaspora to 
rival the Jadidists for leadership of the Xinjiang Muslims in the 1920s. 

As much as the revolution thrust these groups of intellectuals and petty en- 
trepreneurs into collaboration, it also highlighted the great social gulf between 
them. Russian-born Jadidists cast themselves as the sophisticated spokespeople 
of a predominantly peasant community, whose livelihood depended above all 
on securing a positive outcome from the Soviet land reform process. The Kash- 
garis, by contrast, were sojourning traders and laborers, who had quite different 
concerns. Both groups, backed occasionally by sympathetic Soviet officials, 
invoked what Terry Martin has called the “piedmont principle."?? That is, in 
theory it was far better to be the potential vanguard of a new revolutionary push 
into China than remain a small and insignificant minority within someone else’s 
national republic. Yet they invoked this principle in different ways. Those who 
were Soviet citizens, lacking a direct connection to politics in China, placed 
the emphasis on an imagined national unity with the Muslims of Xinjiang— 
as Uyghurs. These Jadidists were already the section of the émigré community 
most invested in the politics of national identity, and their isolation from 
events in Xinjiang increased this. For the Kashgari traders, by contrast, no new 
national imaginary was required to point out their connection to a potential 
revolution in Xinjiang: Kashgar was their home, they knew it and its politics 
intimately. Thus the Uyghur question became a battleground between a Jadidist 
group for whom the new conception of the nation was critically important and 
Kashgaris who remained indifferent to cultural explorations of national 
identity. 
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On this basis two strategic orientations developed, each with accompanying 
rhetoric, existing side by side in the emerging Uyghurist politics. The first was 
to carve out a place for the Uyghurs within the family of Soviet nations; the 
second focused on directing the energy of the Soviet revolution to effect po- 
litical transformation in Xinjiang. Party members in good standing, the 
Jadidists-cum-Communists were sensitive to the evolving demands of Soviet 
orthodoxy in domestic and foreign policy. Yet the more this group insisted on 
the revolutionary potential of the Turkic-speaking Muslims of China, the more 
they ceded leadership of the Uyghurs-in-formation to a different revolutionary 
subject—the sojourning Kashgaris who moved back and forth between Soviet 
territory and Xinjiang, and had a different strategy. They were interested in fast 
results and had little time for the subtleties of Leninist theory. Many were drawn 
to the Soviet Union, not out of any knowledge of Bolshevik policy, but due to 
the Soviet Union’s friendship with modernizing states in the Islamic world, 
particularly Ottoman Turkey. Although the history of Istanbul-aligned Turkic 
nationalism among the Muslims of Xinjiang is often written so as to bypass 
the Soviet Union, in fact it ran straight through it. 

Unlike other nations to emerge from within the Soviet Union, therefore, 
the Uyghurs must be looked at from two perspectives: not only that of national 
construction but also of revolutionary internationalism. The first is the story of 
the creation of the nation, tailored to fit the Stalinist criteria of a common lan- 
guage, territory, economic life, and psychological make-up manifested in a 
common culture."?? The second is the story of the Muslims of Xinjiang as part 
of the spread of Bolshevik revolution to the colonial world. For both of these 
perspectives we do not lack existing scholarship and case studies to draw on. 
What renders the Uyghur case distinctive is the way in which these two narra- 
tives must be examined in a constant dialogue, as parallel projects that were at 
times complementary, at times contradictory. 

A conference that took place in Tashkent in 1921 is where these two stories 
first intersect. The Congress of Kashgari and Jungharian Workers is frequently 
described as the point at which Turkic-speaking Muslims from Xinjiang adopted 
the new “Uyghur” name for themselves.” This, I argue, is a misconception. The 
Tashkent Congress in 1921 was not the place for an intellectual debate on the 
correct ethnic designation for the Muslims of Xinjiang. Officially, it was not a 
national forum at all, but an event for representatives of all Chinese subjects 
residing in Soviet Turkistan. They met to determine the implications of the rev- 


olutionary process for this community and those to whom they were con- 
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nected in China. Only a few months earlier, in the oil town of Baku, the Co- 
mintern had called on its allies among the “Peoples of the East” to rise up against 
colonialism wherever it reared its head. In Bukhara and Khiva, revolutionary 
councils now ruled in place of tsarist Russia’s client monarchs. In Mongolia, 
Soviet cavalry and Mongolian partisans were battling the Whites for control 
of Urga, and the Red Army was preparing for a similar incursion into Xinjiang, 
to root out its civil war enemies. Further east, preparations were in train for the 
founding congress of the Chinese Communist Party, held in secret in Shanghai 
that July. Within this revolutionary context, the chief concern for all actors was 
to assemble the most effective alliance that they could, either to bid for Soviet 
sponsorship, or simply to take advantage of the destabilizing rupture that the 
Russian Revolution had created. 

In the 1920s, revolutionary strategizing implicated the Muslims of Xin- 
jiang in three possible ways. The first was as part of the Islamic world, both 
as an extension of the Bolshevik alliance with Turkey and as a bridge to India. 
The second was as a nationally distinct part of the Chinese periphery, which 
like Mongolia might be deserving of liberation from Chinese colonialism. The 
third was the Chinese revolution itself, as a Soviet-backed alliance of the 
Chinese Communist Party and the Guomindang sought to unite the nation 
in the mid-1920s. Yet none of these revolutionary scripts cast the Muslims of 
Xinjiang in the leading role. At best they created organizational possibilities 
and registers of political speech within which those Muslims might try to sit- 
uate themselves most advantageously. 

Although it was not the intention, the fledgling organization of Xinjiang 
émigrés founded in Tashkent in 1921 did provide a forum into which a small 
group of Jadidists could introduce the Uyghurist discourse that they had culti- 
vated in cultural circles in urban Semireche, far from the social world of the 
bazaars and cotton fields where the Kashgaris could be found. Through the 
twists and turns of the early 1920s, a shifting constituency continued to find 
use for this language to carve out a niche for themselves in Soviet politics. This 
early period was crucial in establishing a precedent for talk of a Uyghur nation, 
robust enough to withstand scrutiny during the national delimitation of So- 
viet Turkistan, a policy that was introduced in 1924. The division of Soviet 
Turkistan into new national republics is often described as the high point of 
Soviet national building in Central Asia, leading to the consolidation of new 
forms of territorial nationhood. It was at this time that Muslims from Xinjiang 
started to speak in terms of an actually existing Uyghur nation, with all the 
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traits that the emerging Stalinist orthodoxy demanded of it. Yet as much as the 
national delimitation created an incentive to speak in terms of a Uyghur na- 
tion, it also threatened the fragile alliance that had emerged around this idea, 
as Central Asia’s new political boundaries widened divisions among Mus- 
lims from Xinjiang. 

There is no denying the role of Soviet policy in establishing orthodox forms 
for interaction with the state and fostering an increasingly nationalized political 
environment. To this limited extent we can say that the Soviets created the con- 
ditions for the emergence of the Uyghur nation, but there is no evidence that 
they were invested in the project themselves. Soviet officials were mostly obliv- 
ious to the goings-on among Muslims from Xinjiang and made no comment 
on the desirability of recognizing a Uyghur nation. Nor is there any evidence 
that Orientalists and ethnographers, a second group often mentioned as partici- 
pants in the nation-building project, were involved. Had he been consulted, 
the Orientalist V. V. Bartold would have likely ridiculed the idea of a Uyghur 
nation. As he saw it in 1925, the very idea proved that “even among the most 
educated natives, their view of their region's past is extremely hazy.’ When 
Soviet Turkologists were finally called upon to comment on questions of Uyghur 
language or culture in 1930, they were presented with a fait accompli. The real 
interlocutors and collaborators in the Uyghurist enterprise were fellow Muslims, 
particularly from the Volga region, who shared an enthusiasm for the anticipated 
Uyghur national revival. While acknowledging the contribution of scholarship 
that treats Soviet nationalities in terms of union-wide policies or intellectual 
traditions, the case of the Uyghurs cautions us against assuming that Soviet 
nationalities all followed the same path to nationhood.*° 


Xinjiang in a Revolutionary World 


The fact that Soviet officials cultivated a link to Xinjiang was only ever partly 
out of its revolutionary interest in China’s northwest. All along, Soviet policy 
toward Xinjiang was equally driven by economic objectives: at first, the need 
to access the province’s resources to relieve famine in Semireche; through the 
mid-1920s, to catch up with foreign competitors by flooding the province with 
Soviet exports; and by the end of the decade, to secure a base of resources with 
which to combat an anticipated imperialist war against the Soviet Union. Along 
the Soviet Union's border with Xinjiang, activists keenly felt the widening con- 
tradiction between the imperative to consolidate the Soviet Union within its 
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existing boundaries by seeking diplomatic allies and trading partners, and the 
new revolutionary conquests promised by the Comintern. This process placed 
increasingly stringent demands on activists to subordinate their activity to the 
twists and turns of party directives. Some complied, but others turned toward 
independent and illegal revolutionary activity. 

Xinjiang was one of several Soviet borderlands in the 1920s and 1930s whose 
inhabitants looked on as the Bolshevik transformation played out, and weighed 
up the pros and cons of aligning themselves with it.” Claims about identity 
were laid over these deeper political questions, which were not fully resolved 
until 1949 and the incorporation of Xinjiang into the People’s Republic of 
China. For locals in Xinjiang who had invested in connections to Russia in the 
prerevolutionary period, there was little choice but to seek an accommodation 
with the Soviets. Those involved in long-distance trade with Russia were prom- 
inent among pro-Soviet elements in Xinjiang. Traveling through Turfan in the 
1920s, the American explorer Owen Lattimore met with cotton entrepreneurs 
in the oasis, and he found one Russian-speaking young man to be an enthusi- 
astic claimant to the Uyghur legacy. The budding Uyghurist had twice visited 
the Nizhnii-Novgorod trading fair in Russia, “whence he had brought back 
shiny yellow boots and the theory of evolution."?? Yet such self-styled progres- 
sives were a tiny minority in Xinjiang. For most people in the province, who 
had little to no contact with the politics of Soviet nation building, if “Uyghur” 
meant anything at all in the 1920s, it meant Communist. 

For those who wished to avoid the Sovietization of Xinjiang, the alternative 
was to engage in Chinese politics. China’s incomplete transition from empire 
to nation meant that in the 1920s institutional relics of Qing authority could 
still be seen as bastions of Muslim autonomy. Although considerably weaker 
than when they were first created in the eighteenth century, the province’s aris- 
tocratic wangs belonged to elite Muslim networks connected to the capital, 
where constitutional discussions dwelt on the status of the “Muslims” as one of 
China’s five racial constituencies. Here the key question was the possibility of 
collaboration between Xinjiang’s Turkic-speaking Muslims and the Chinese- 
speaking Muslims. To some this seemed a viable strategy, but others sought di- 
rect contact with the Nationalists of the interior, resurrecting the Jadidist goal 
of collaboration with Chinese Republicanism. In these circles there developed 
a counterdiscourse to the Soviet Uyghurist position, which married a pan-Turkic 
insistence on the unity of the Turkic-speaking peoples to Sun Yat-sen’s view of 
the Muslims of China as the “Turks who profess Islam” (Huijiao zhi Tujue). 
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Besides these local aspirations, Xinjiang also served as a place of refuge for Cen- 
tral Asian Muslims escaping Soviet repression, who were connected to a politi- 
cized Turkistani diaspora in Europe and the Middle East. In this expatriate 
scene, there was a growing sense that the Soviet model of nation building was 
a trap that the Muslims of Turkistan had stumbled into. This critique featured 
prominently in the propaganda of Guomindang-allied Muslims in the 1940s. 

The questions for Xinjiang raised by the Russian Revolution came to the 
fore in the Muslim rebellion of the 1930s, which I treat in the final chapter of 
this book. The rebellion, which broke out in the east of the province, drew in- 
terventions first from Chinese-speaking Muslims of Gansu, then from the 
Mongolian People’s Republic, and finally from the Soviet Union. Viewed from 
one angle, it was a restorative uprising, aimed at preserving patrimonial privi- 
leges from the Qing. Others preferred to see it as the start of a progressive 
struggle for national liberation. Its most eye-catching result, the short-lived East 
Turkistan Republic, embodied a modernizing Islamic vision for Xinjiang that 
fit neither Chinese Republican nor Soviet paradigms. Our view of the events on 
the ground is still hindered by a lack of local sources that would allow us to 
deepen the narratives that circulate among Uyghurs in exile or in memoir ac- 
counts in Xinjiang.” Nevertheless, the opening of the Soviet archives has 
given us a number of new perspectives on the events of 1931-1934, particu- 
larly on political deliberations in the Politburo and the Comintern, and also in 
Soviet military circles. While mine is not the first work to utilize this mate- 
rial, I do so in light of the history of Uyghur politics in the Soviet Union and 
seek to connect the questions of Soviet policy to the activities of both dissident 
Uyghur Communists, as well as those Soviet-trained Uyghurs who served in the 
provincial administration of Sheng Shicai.?? I also incorporate new research 
from Mongolia, which sheds much light on the uprising's early contacts with 
the neighboring Mongolian People's Republic. 

The creation of a Soviet-aligned Chinese regime in Ürümchi, and the rec- 
ognition of the Uyghurs as an official nationality of Xinjiang in 1934, is where 
this book ends. In granting cultural autonomy to a Uyghur nation in Xinjiang, 
the warlord Sheng Shicai sought to co-opt a cohort of native intellectuals while 
curtailing the threat of Muslim opposition. This was the first of a series of such 
efforts in Xinjiang. Then, as now, the initiative was fraught with contradictions. 
The Uyghur national project was not a product of Soviet or Chinese policy, nor 
could it be entirely controlled by them. Given the turbulence in Soviet Central 
Asia in the early 1930s, “Soviet” notions of nationality were introduced to 
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Xinjiang as much by dissident Uyghurs, runaways from the Soviet Union, as 
they were through official contacts. This tension meant that Soviet categories of 
ethnicity were formally implemented in Xinjiang through a highly repressive 
process, laying the ground for further rounds of violence, and for renegotia- 
tions of the relationship between categories of nationality and political authority 
in Xinjiang. Neither a classic case of state-sanctioned national construction 
nor of a national liberation struggle in the colonial world, the Uyghurs have 
had a rocky relationship with both dimensions of the Communist vision for Asia. 


People and Place in Chinese Turkistan 


wentieth-century invocations of the Uyghurs constructed a narrative of 

perennial nationhood—of nationhood lost and found. This discourse of 
Uyghur nationhood tapped into a rich historical and philological legacy, harking 
back to a golden age of Uyghur civilization and by extension pointing to the 
decline that had since reduced the community to a fractured and colonized con- 
dition. It was, no doubt, an ambitious act of redefinition. Yet those who pio- 
neered this discourse must have felt sufficiently confident that its historical 
claims were justified, and that a vision of common Uyghur origins corresponded 
in some way to an existing reality. For this reason it is necessary to begin this 
study with a review not only of the history of the first Uyghurs but of the various 
communal narratives that existed among the Muslims of Chinese Turkistan at 
the start of the twentieth century. These registers of identification were created 
both from above and from below, in the interaction of rulers and ruled, and of 
the Muslims of Chinese Turkistan with the outside world. The rhetoric of Uy- 
ghur nationhood drew heavily on Xinjiang’s local Islamic traditions, though it 
resituated these symbols in a new narrative of Turkic civilization. To account 
for this transformation, we must also move beyond Xinjiang and look at the 
revision of Turkic history that that late-nineteenth-century Orientalist and 
Turkological scholarship carried out. 

The ability of states to relocate and reclassify their subjects, the cultural 
shifts that follow in the wake of religious conversion, and the prestige of scholarly 
traditions have all contributed to defining the peoples and places that we meet 
in historical sources on Chinese Turkistan. With a steppe zone running through 
its north (Jungharia), and a society of settled oasis dwellers in its south (the 
Tarim Basin), the region now known as Xinjiang has always been a meeting 
point of nomadic and sedentary communities. The rise and fall of states in the 
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steppe has left its mark on the region’s history on many occasions, but three 
key moments stand out in this respect: the dissolution of the original Uyghur 
state in Mongolia and the flight of the Uyghurs south; the incorporation of the 
region into Chinggis Khan’s world empire; and the hegemony of the Junghar 
Mongols in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The sediment of admin- 
istrative schemes and communal narratives left by these regimes shaped the 
eastern half of Central Asia in the form that it took on the eve of the Qing con- 
quest in the 1750s. 


From the Steppe to the Sown: 
The Uyghurs and Uyghuristan 


A nomadic people called the Uyghurs enter the historical record in the sixth 
century, as one of a number of groups occupying the middle ground between 
the Tang dynasty and the empire of the Turks, with whom they had much in 
common linguistically and culturally. When the Turk empire collapsed in the 
eighth century, the Uyghurs filled the void, establishing their rule in what is 
now Mongolia. Chinese chronicles describe the Uyghur empire as composed 
of an elite of “inner” tribes surrounded by a series of affiliated “outer” tribes. 
‘The confederation held for almost a century, until the Uyghurs were driven from 
the steppe by an invasion from the north. Fleeing south, some threw themselves 
on the mercy of the Tang emperors. Others settled in the no-man’s-land be- 
tween China and Central Asia, in the oases of Ganzhou, Hami, and Turfan. 
These Uyghur principalities adopted Buddhism from their Iranian and Chinese 
neighbors, and patronized the flowering of a new Turkic Buddhist civilization. 
Uyghuristan—the land of the Uyghurs—was the name that Muslim geogra- 
phers gave to this region.! 

At its height, Uyghur control extended as far west as Kucha and Lake Issiq 
Köl. Chinese sources attest that Uyghurs migrated as far as the Pamir region, 
as did former members of the Uyghur confederation such as the Qarluq. It 
was from this tribal mix that the Qarakhanid dynasty emerged in the tenth 
century, a polity of equal significance to Uyghuristan in the twentieth-century 
construction of a Muslim Uyghur history. The Qarakhanids were the first 
Turkic-speaking nomads to maintain both a royal Turkic tradition and to adopt 
Islam. From twin capitals in Kashgar and Balasaghun (now in Kirghizstan), 
the Qarakhanids raided along the edges of the Taklamakan Desert, carrying 
out the first wave of Islamization ofthe Tarim Basin. By the early eleventh century 
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they had succeeded in overthrowing the Buddhist kingdom of Khotan, but 
further inroads into Uyghuristan were checked by the arrival of the Western 
Liao dynasty, and following them, Chinggis Khan’s Mongols. Wars with the 
Buddhists of Khotan and Uyghuristan resulted in a series of localized saintly 
traditions in the Tarim Basin, linked to the graves of holy warriors and mar- 
tyred imams. The cult of the Qarakhanid monarch Satuq Bughra Khan (fl. 
930—950), whose tomb lies on the outskirts of Artush, only grew in popularity 
as the centuries passed. 

‘The trappings of sedentary civilization proved to be a mixed blessing for the 
inhabitants of Uyghuristan. In the early thirteenth century, the Mongols were 
so impressed by Uyghur literacy that they employed Uyghur scribes throughout 
their chancelleries and armies, scattering them to the ends of the Eurasian con- 
tinent. The best-known of these Uyghurs ended up in China as scholar-officials 
of the Yuan dynasty (1271-1368), one of several successor states to Chinggis 
Khan’s vast empire. When the Yuan fell, a few of these elite families returned 
to Uyghuristan, while others migrated to Korea.* Some who served the Mon- 
gols ended up in south China, where they eventually adopted Islam and blended 
into the emerging community of Chinese-speaking Muslims (Hui)? Others 
marched west with the armies of Chinggis Khan's first son Jochi to the Rus- 
sian steppe, returning to Turkistan centuries later as part of the tribal confed- 
eracy known as the Uzbeks.‘ Still others found service in Mongol successor 
states elsewhere: in IIkhanid Iran, or with the Seljük rulers of Anatolia. In the 
middle of the fourteenth century, in the turbulent aftermath of Mongol rule in 
the Muslim world, one such family rose to prominence as one of Anatolia's in- 
dependent princely dynasties—the Sons of Eretna (Eretna oëullan) 

It is hard to gauge the extent to which these widely dispersed Uyghurs felt 
themselves part of a single ethnic group or members of a diaspora. During the 
Yuan dynasty, elite Uyghurs in China maintained social ties to Uyghuristan 
and continued to give their children Uyghur names while adapting to Chinese 
literati society. It makes sense to suppose that such *diasporic" qualities of the 
community weakened as Uyghuristan itself lost its distinct political and reli- 
gious identity. During the break-up of the Mongol empire, Uyghuristan was 
situated between the Yuan dynasty and the eastern half of the ulus of Chaghatay, 
Chinggis Khan's second son. When the Ming dynasty sent its emissaries to Amir 
Timur' court in Samarkand, there were already many Muslims living among 
the Buddhist Uyghurs of Hami and Turfan. According to the envoy Chen 
Cheng (1365-1457), the Buddhists and Muslims spoke a common Turkic lan- 
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guage but were distinguished from one another by religious and cultural 
markers. For example, Uyghur men grew their hair long, while the Muslims 
shaved their heads; Uyghur women donned black veils, while Muslim women 
dressed in white.° 

The Ming court took these distinctions into account as it extended its net- 
work of military garrisons into Uyghuristan in the early fifteenth century. In 
1406 the Ming emperor enfeoffed a Buddhist aristocrat of Chaghatayid origins 
as the Loyal and Submissive King (Zhongshun wang), who presided over three 
military governors in Hami—one each for the Muslims, the Uyghurs, and the 
Ha-la-hui (most likely a Mongol group).’ Although cultural boundaries between 
the three groups were gradually eroding, these institutional boundaries 
preserved the Uyghurs as a distinct community, at least from the viewpoint of 
Chinese sources. 

In the early sixteenth century, as Ming authority in Central Asia declined, 
Uyghuristan fell under the sway of the Muslim Chaghatayids. In the course of 
this conflict, Muslim raids and Ming reprisals sent a number of Uyghurs fleeing 
east into the Gansu corridor, where they settled around the frontier towns of 
Suzhou and Ganzhou. Following in the footsteps of the Chaghatayid holy war- 
riors, Sufi missionaries traveled to Uyghuristan, seeking converts among its 
remaining infidels. The last reference to non-Muslim Uyghurs in an Islamic 
source comes from the hagiography of a Sufi saint of the late sixteenth century, 
the Naqshbandi Sufi Ishaq Vali of Samarkand. Here it is told how one of the 
saint’s disciples led a trading mission from Yarkand to Suzhou, where he lodged 
with a local qadi (Islamic judge), Khoja Abdusattar, whose daughter was gravely 
ill. Through his disciple’s entreaties, Ishaq Vali manifested himself from many 
miles away in Yarkand and miraculously cured the qadi’s daughter. “At that 
time,” we read, “close to three thousand Uyghur infidels had gathered around 
Khoja [Abdusattar]. They all became Muslims, and secretly they became devo- 
tees of His Holiness [Ishaq Vali]." 

Conversion to Islam resituated the Uyghurs on the eastern fringe of a Turkic- 
speaking Muslim world whose political center was the Chaghatayid court of 
Yarkand to the south but drew on cultural models from the Timurid courts of 
Samarkand and Bukhara. The new faith brought with it a new Turkic literary 
language known as Chaghatay and a new canon of Sufi poetry and hagiography. 
In this process local Uyghur dialects were assimilated to a Tarim Basin stan- 
dard, and the Sogdian-Uyghur script gave way to Arabic. By the late sixteenth 
century, Ming court translators who had studied the vertical Uyghur script in 
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order to handle correspondence with Turfan and Hami found their training 
to be obsolete. Since “tributary” missions from these parts were now carrying 
letters in Arabic script, they were assigned to the Muslim Bureau, which had 
previously dealt with states and peoples from farther west.’ The linguistic 
handbooks that these translation bureaus published give some indication of 
the transformation that was taking place. In a vocabulary list that was used in the 
Muslim Bureau, the Chinese name for Turfan and its peoples—Gaochang—was 
glossed simply as Turki, the name by which the language of the sedentary oasis- 


dwelling communities of Turkistan was now known.!° 


The Turko-Mongol Legacy 


As a political entity, Uyghuristan faded from view as the Chaghatayids sub- 
sumed it into a realm that they called Moghulistan, reflecting the ruling elite’s 
own sense of Moghul (i.e. Mongol) identity. During the early history of the 
Chaghatayid u/us, while it was centered to the north of the Tianshan, Moghu- 
listan referred to these mountains and to Jungharia. This was the steppe zone 
that the traditionalist Moghuls preferred, in contrast to their Timurid cousins, 
who were now ruling from the cities of Transoxiana. Those among the Mo- 
ghuls who migrated south to the Tarim Basin initially felt that they had left 
Moghulistan behind. In the early sixteenth century, however, when the Chagha- 
tayids established a new court in Yarkand, it engendered a sense of Moghu- 
listan as encompassing the Tarim Basin." Although the nomadic Moghuls soon 
blended into the local Muslim community and lost their distinct corporate 
identity, the concept of Moghulistan survived, particularly in the local lit- 
erary imagination."? 

‘The Chaghatayids directed a second wave of Islamization in the Tarim Basin, 
both by military means and by patronizing the activities of Sufi shaykhs (known 
by the title &5oja). Some of these khojas belonged to local saintly families, but 
many were affiliated with brotherhoods originating to the west, most notably 
the Naqshbandiyya from Bukhara. As Devin DeWeese has argued, conversion 
narratives provided important grounds for communal identity in Central Asia.? 
Islamic rulers and prominent shaykhs had an interest in reconciling the Tarim 
Basin’s two royal traditions—the Qarakhanid and the Chaghatayid—and pre- 
senting themselves as heirs to an unbroken legacy of Islamic sovereignty. In 
this process the activities of a sixteenth-century Sufi shaykh named Khoja Mu- 
hammad Sharif occupied an important position. By touring the Tarim Basin 


People and Place in Chinese Turkistan 27 


and miraculously “rediscovering” the shrines of such legendary Qarakhanid Is- 
lamizers as Satuq Bughra Khan, Muhammad Sharif linked his Chaghatayid 
patrons at the Yarkand court to earlier royal traditions.!^ Intermarriage, as well 
as corrupted genealogies, also facilitated the merging of sources of authority, 
allowing the tripartite ruling class of khan, amir (or beg), and shaykh to present 
themselves as an interconnected unity. By the eighteenth century, Xinjiang’s 
Naqshbandiyya k/ojas could claim illustrious Chaghatayid or Qarakhanid ge- 
nealogy, with some assuming the title of “khan khoja.” 

Conversion played an important role in assimilating the Uyghurs to sur- 
rounding communities, but it did not erase all memory of them. Irrespective 
of its infidel associations, Uyghur culture retained a certain prestige in parts of 
the Islamic world, particularly where Turkic ruling elites confronted Iranian 
claims to cultural superiority. In the Timurid center of Samarkand, for example, 
the Uyghur script enjoyed something of a revival in the fifteenth century. 
Although linguists today distinguish the Buddhist Uyghur written language 
from the Chaghatay that succeeded it, not all saw this as such a sharp break. 
The fifteenth-century author Qidirkhan Yarkandi, for example, praised in the 
introduction to his divan the Chaghatay poets Lutfi and Sakkaki, who were, as 
he put it, “fluent in the Uyghur parlance and eloquent in the Turki tongue." ? 
Cultural reference points such as these helped to preserve a geographic notion 
of Uyghuristan in the wake of its political downfall. Writing in the middle of 
the seventeenth century, the Balkh historian Mahmud b. Vali adopted the term 
“Uyghuristan” for the entire khanate of the Yarkand Chaghatayids.'ó A century 
and a half later, a native of Kashgar living in exile in Samarkand made the same 
expansive use of “Uyghuristan.”!” Some outsiders held similar conceptions; Riza 
Quli Khan, an Iranian envoy to Khiva in the early nineteenth century, for ex- 
ample, wrote in his travelogue that “Kashgar is a well-known city of the sixth 
clime, in the country of the Uyghurs of Turkistan, and is the capital of that 
region"? 

Popular accounts of communal origins in Islamic Turkistan synthesized 
Islamic genesis stories, Turkic and Mongolian tribal genealogies, and the 
Iranian epic tradition. These stories provided a potted history of the world's 
peoples, which personified tribes, states, and dynasties as individuals linked 
by genealogy, with migration, war, and religious conversion described in the 
terms of familial conflict. The Ilkhanid vizier and historian Rashiduddin’s 
early-fourteenth-century Compendium of Chronicles is a storehouse of such ac- 
counts. Of particular importance in this mythic cycle was the figure of Oghuz 
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Khan, identified as the first khan of the Turks to adopt Islam. Rashiduddin 
described the Uyghurs as a group who had united with Oghuz Khan when he 
defied his father Qara Khan and embraced the new religion, and the ethn- 
onym Uyghur, by folk etymology, was interpreted to mean “those who unite.”” 
Later works such as Abu'l-Ghazi Bahadur Khan’s seventeenth-century Gene- 
alogy of the Turks provided a comprehensive narrative of Turkic ethnogenesis 
stretching back to Turk, son of Yafis (Japheth), son of Nuh (Noah). From Turk 
issued the “Sons of Yafis,” which in turn led to two mighty brothers: Tatar 
Khan and Moghul Khan. The narration of these personified tribes and clans 
led to the lineage of Chinggis Khan, and could be continued, as it was in one 
version from Kashgar, down to the Chaghatayid khans of Yarkand and the 
Moghul clans who supported them.?? 

On the one hand, the genealogical motif created a nested set of identities 
that could permit very broad senses of community. In his travelogue of Xin- 
jiang, for example, the British tea planter Robert Shaw expressed his delight at 
discovering that, like him, the natives of Kashgar considered themselves descen- 
dants of Japheth.” Following in Shaw’s footsteps, in the early 1880s the British 
envoy Walter Bellew met the local Muslim governor of Artush, who had switched 
camps from the emirate of Yaqub Beg to the incoming Qing. In justifying his 
collaboration with the Manchus, he told Bellew that whether Turk, Moghul, 
Manchu or Khitay, “we are all Tatars."?? 

On the other hand, these same origin myths could lend strength to specific 
local narratives that divided the Muslims of Xinjiang. The oasis of Khotan of 
fers a compelling example of this. Owing to its resistance to the Islamizing 
Qarakhanids in the eleventh century, Buddhist Khotan came to be identified 
not with the mainstream tradition of Qara Khan and his son Oghuz Khan, but 
with the lineage of Machin, son of Chin, son of Turk. Chin and Machin were 
originally geographic concepts deriving from Islamic accounts of China, in 
which the land of Machin referred to "Greater China" (from the Sanskrit 
maha-chin). As time went by, these terms came to be transplanted to the Tarim 
Basin and adopted by the locals. Khotanese legends tell how Machin son of 
Chin instructed the people of Khotan to spin wool and weave silk—possibly an 
echo of the legend of how silk weaving traveled to Khotan from China.? Mus- 
lims from Khotan came to be known as the people of Machin and adopted it 
as their nisba (a suffix identifying one's place of origin). An eighteenth-century 
Iranian chronicle calls the Khotanese the “people of Machin” (rz';fa-i Machini), 
and mentions individuals such as Latif Khan Machini.”4 
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A distinctive Khotanese tradition survived at least until the end of the nine- 
teenth century. When the Russian explorer Nikolai Przhevalskii traveled from 
Lop Nur to Khotan at the end of the nineteenth century, he found locals along 
the way identifying themselves as the people of Machin (Machintsy in Russian), 
though he noted that the term’s popularity was declining.? Having been cast 
in the role of the infidel nation of the east, the Muslims of Machin had assimi- 
lated Islamic narratives to their own worldview, shrinking them down to fit the 
scale of the Tarim Basin. In legends deriving from the Iranian epic Shahnama, 
Khotan was known as the seat of Afrasiab, the king of Turan, the land of the 
Turks. With this translocation, the Machintsy came to identify the rest of the 
Tarim Basin in terms derived from Iranian geography. Przhevalskii records that 
for the people of Machin, the Aqsu and Kashgar region was known as Ardabil, 


and to the north the oasis of Turfan was identified as Khurasan.”° 


The Junghar Estate System 


From the middle of the seventeenth century, the Junghars, a confederacy of 
Oirat Mongols based to the north of the Tianshan Mountains, displaced the 
Chaghatayid khans of Moghulistan and competed with the rising Qing dynasty 
for control of Mongolia and Tibet. The Junghars were content to administer the 
Tarim Basin through loyal intermediaries, extracting tribute payments in 
textiles and cash that were enforced by only small garrisons. Yet while ruling the 
south with a light hand, the Junghars also drew various populations from 
Turkistan to their fortified encampments in the Altay, and subsequently in Ili. 
The practice of hostage taking brought to the Ili Valley Muslim nobility from 
various ruling families of Central Asia, including Chaghatayids from Yarkand, 
eminent Sufi shaykhs from Kashgar, and even a prince of Bukhara. In the words 
of a Muslim historian writing around 1800, the court of Tsewang Rabdan 
(r. 1697-1727) was “the meeting place for the khans of Piskent, the nobles of 
Tashkent, and the kings of Badakhshan.””’ In 1720 a Russian envoy to the 
Junghars, Petr Unkovskii, encountered these aristocrats in Tsewang Rabdan’s 
entourage.” “To this day,” he reported, “Erke Khan, and many begs and the best 
Bukharans, roam with him in captivity.” (Russians referred to all Muslims who 
served the Junghars as Bukharans, and to the Tarim Basin as “Little Bukhara.”) 

Besides removing prominent individuals, the Junghars also displaced entire 
communities, which had a disruptive impact on oasis society. In the 1720s 
the Turfan oasis emerged as a sensitive frontier zone, contested between the 
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Junghars and the Qing. When the Junghars ceded Turfan to their rivals, they 
took part of its population south to the town of Uch. From this point on, Uch 
became known as Uchturfan, while new settlements around it took the names 
of other towns in the Turfan oasis, such as Lükchün and Pichan. Large-scale 
deportation was also employed as a punitive measure. Shortly after the de- 
population of Turfan, the Tarim Basin rose in revolt against the Junghars and 
appealed to the Yongzheng emperor for support against Tsewang Rabdan. To 
punish these rebellious locals, the Junghars burnt Uch to the ground and ex- 
iled a hundred households of its surviving inhabitants to the Ili Valley.” 

The Junghars headed an alliance of Mongolian-speaking ethnic groups 
known as “bones” ( yasu), a formation that was widely known as the “Four Oirat” 
but that actually consisted of many more than four divisions. These bones, 
which included the Torghud, Khoshud, and Choros, were divided further into 
otogs, which Christopher Atwood refers to as "sub-ethnies."?? Many of these 
otogs conformed to classic notions of nomadic tribal identity, deriving their 
name from a prominent eponymous founder—whether mythical or real. Yet 
other otogs fell outside this inner core of bones, and were identified instead by 
occupation, suggesting a more recent incorporation into the Junghar confed- 
eracy. These we might think of as estates rather than ethnic groups, including 
the “Craftsmen” (Urad), the “Goldsmiths” (A/tachin), and the “Border Guards" 
(Zakhachin). 

When Muslims from the oases of Xinjiang and elsewhere in Central Asia 
entered Junghar service, a similar system was applied. Some Muslims were en- 
rolled in the Junghar army as artillerymen, known as the “Gunners” ( fuchin). 
Others served the Junghars by leading long-distance trading caravans, and in 
the process doubled as diplomatic envoys on missions to Moscow or Beijing. 
Within the Junghar estate classification, these were known variously as the 
"Merchants" (Bazárgan) or the “Caravaneers” (Karvaniyya).?! Like other otogs, 
these estates developed a corporate identity and social hierarchies of their 
own. Muhammad Amin Kashgari, author of a work dealing with the Junghar 
conquest of the Tarim Basin, described the Caravaneers in Islamic terms as a 
distinct social group Lé al, headed by an elite of wealthy amirs and mirzas.?? 

The largest, and most historically significant, of these new otogs were the 
“Peasants” (Taranchi), Muslim captives who were transported north to boost 
the agricultural output of the Junghar heartlands. The foothills of the Altay were 
one of the first destinations for these Taranchis. As early as 1639 a Russian ex- 
plorer along the Irtysh River found “Bukharans working in agriculture,” and 
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in 1654 the tsar’s emissary, Baikov, noted the presence of many “farming 
Bukharans” along the same route to Beijing.?? This policy may also account for 
the origins of the Khotongs of Western Mongolia, a Muslim community in the 
service of local Mongol aristocrats since the eighteenth century.?* In the early 
eighteenth century the center of Junghar authority shifted southward, making 
the Ili Valley the focus of Taranchi resettlement. In the 1720s the Russian Un- 
kovskii saw there that “Bukharans in the Kontaishi's domains have established 
fields of wheat and various fruits."? The Junghar aristocracy drew most of these 
agricultural slaves from the Tarim Basin, but also conducted raids on rural pop- 
ulations farther west. To this day a small group of Turkic-speakers in the Ili 
Valley preserve the memory of an eighteenth-century migration from the 
Ferghana Valley.?6 

At a number of points in Central Asian history such occupational classifi- 
cations have evolved into ethnic categories. The word “Sart” is a classic case of 
this: derived from a Sanskrit word meaning “merchant,” it came to refer widely 
to sedentary Turkistani Muslims. It is difficult to determine if or when these 
Junghar estate categories developed into something more robust, into a sense of 
Bazargan or Taranchi community defined in historical or cultural terms. Al- 
though the Taranchis were internally divided by the community's diverse points 
of origin, it seems likely that the common experience of exile would have fostered 
new bonds among them. For some elite captives and their followings, adaptation 
to the Mongolian language and Buddhist culture of Junghar-held Ili also created 
a new divide between them and the Muslims of the south. 

Accounts of the Qing invasion of Jungharia testify to such acculturation 
among the Ili Muslims. When Qing armies first reached the Junghar strong- 
hold in the 1750s they freed two Naqshbandi shaykhs, Burhanuddin and Khoja 
Jahan, and sent them south to act as deputies in the Tarim Basin. The k/ojas 
mobilized a following of loyal Ili Valley Muslims and seized control of Kashgar 
and Yarkand. In a striking passage in the Tazkira-i Azizan (ca. 1780), Mu- 
hammad Sadiq Kashgari described the coming of these Ili Valley Muslims as a 
shock for the locals. When the chiefs of the Tarim Basin went out to meet the 
two khojas, he wrote, “they saw that their deportment was different, their speech 
was different, and their mannerisms were entirely different. They interacted 
among themselves differently, they looked different, the relationship between 
shaykh and disciple was different, their symbols of royal and religious authority 
were different, . . . the way they greeted each other was different, as was the way 
they said farewell.”*’ This suggests that, to some at least, by the time of the Qing 
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conquest the north/south divide among Xinjiang’s Muslims looked stark, and 
the short-lived regime that the two &/ojas instituted no doubt heightened this 
division. As one Kashgari informant recounted to Qing officials, “Khoja Jahan 
held a grudge against the old elites in Yarkand and Kashgar and killed them 
all, and depended entirely on the Oirat, Taranchis, and Bazargan."?? Before 
long, the two £/ojas broke ties with the Qing and rebelled, prompting the 
Qianlong emperor to dispatch an invasion of the south and annex it to his 


domains. 


Who Were the Turban-Wearing Muslims? 


Up until this point, Qing officials had had little experience in dealing with 
Turkic-speaking Muslims, and as they encroached on Junghar territory there 
was a tendency to treat them as a type of Mongol. They knew that the Muslim 
rulers of the Tarim Basin were descended from Chinggis Khan’s second son, 
Chaghatay, and they had also encountered Muslims in the service of the Jung- 
hars, either as emissaries or official caravan leaders, who were familiar with 
Mongolian speech and customs. At the time of the Qing invasion of Xinjiang, 
there seems to have been a high degree of Mongol-Turkic bilingualism among 
its Muslim elite, particularly in the north. The Jesuit missionary Jean-Frangois 
Gerbillon, a confidant of the Kangxi emperor, wrote regarding the “Tartars” of 
Hami and Turfan that “the language of these Tartars, which is apparently the 
same with that of the Yusbeks [i.e., the Uzbeks], is different from the Mongol 
tongue, but this last is commonly understood by reason of the great Commerce 
between the two Nations.”*’ On this basis, the Kangxi emperor pronounced 
that “the Muslims do not differ in their customs from the Mongols,” and the 
first Muslims of Hami and Turfan to submit to the Qing were treated in the 
same way as Mongolian aristocrats.^? 

The steppe route via Mongolia was the Qing court's main communication 
link with Xinjiang, so it was natural that it would tend to view these Muslims 
through a Mongol lens. Those who were observing the collapse of the Junghars 
from Gansu, by contrast, had a different perspective on the region. At the far 
end of the Gansu corridor, Qing officials encountered communities of Uyghurs 
who had been living in the outposts of Suzhou and Ganzhou since taking refuge 
there in the fifteenth century, and there is evidence that officials here viewed 
the Muslims of Xinjiang similarly as Uyghurs. The 1779 Qing gazetteer of Gan- 
zhou, for example, in describing the conquest of Xinjiang, refers to the anti- 
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Qing rebels of the 1750s, Burhanuddin and Khoja Jahan, as the “Uyghur 
leaders" (Huihu shouzhang).^! 

In the wake of its conquest the Qing court was content to treat its new sub- 
jects simply as Muslims (Huizi), though this was not simply a recognition of 
the community's confessional status. While Qing officials knew that Muslims 
were followers of Islam and its Prophet Muhammad, they did not treat the em- 
pire's Muslims as a single religious community. For the Qing bureaucracy, the 
sedentary Muslims of the Tarim Basin were clearly distinct from their Kazakh 
or Kirghiz neighbors, whom they often excluded from the category of Muslim 
entirely. To distinguish them from the Chinese-speaking Muslims, officials re- 
ferred to the Muslims of Xinjiang as "Turban-Wearing Muslims" (Chantou 
Huizi). In the empire's political geography, this sense of the Xinjiang Muslims 
as a territorially bounded community corresponded to the notion of the Tarim 
Basin as the “Muslim territory," Xinjiang’s Huibu. 

While this terminology suited the Qing interest in "fixing frontier peoples 
in distinct places, with distinct identities," as Peter Perdue puts it, it equally 
corresponded to a territorialized sense of Muslim identity prevailing among Xin- 
jiang Muslims.? Although Islam linked these Muslims to a religious commu- 
nity beyond the bounds of the Qing, it would be wrong to assume that they 
thought of themselves as part of anything like an "Islamic world." Among 
Chinese-speaking Muslims in the interior, narratives of communal identity em- 
phasized a migration from the lands of Islam's founding, but for the Muslims 
of Xinjiang, there was no such legend of exodus from the Holy Land. Islam 
had come to Xinjiang and constructed a new spiritual landscape out of sites 
that already held meaning for local communities. This sense of Muslim com- 
munity is reflected in sources such as Muhammad Sadiq Kashgari’s Tazkira-i 
Azizan, which details the history of a Tarim basin society defined by its devo- 
tion to local saintly dynasties, and threatened as much by its Kirghiz or Ka- 
zakh neighbors as by the pagan Junghar Mongols.’ Similarly, local authors 
often drew a distinction between Turkic-speaking Muslims as “the Muslims” 
and Xinjiang’s Chinese-speaking Muslims, known as “Dungans” in Xinjiang.“ 

In discussing a similar phenomenon in Russian Turkistan, scholars such as 
Adeeb Khalid have emphasized the role of the Russian state in shaping “the 
Muslims” as a territorially bounded community with ethnic qualities. While 
I do not see such terminology as a product of the Qing conquest, clearly Qing 
classifications and local sel£-perceptions were mutually reinforcing. Language 
itself bears witness to the presence of a territorialized Muslim identity during 
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the Qing, with the term “Muslim” (musulmán) becoming synonymous with 
“Local” (yerlik). Muslim translators in Beijing, for example, when dealing with 
the Qing category of Hui, would translate it not as musulman but as yerlik, and 
the Huibu as the *Locals' territory” (yerlik aymaq).^? Elsewhere we find Xin- 
jiang Muslims referring to their language as “Localese” ( yerlikchá).^ In the 
18505 the tsarist foreign ministry sent Chokan Valikhanov on a reconnaissance 
mission to Xinjiang, and in his reports he treated yerlik as equivalent to Kash- 
gari, the designation by which Xinjiang’s Muslims were known in Russian 
Turkistan.^? 

On this evidence we might be inclined to treat "Muslim" and "Local" in 
Qing Xinjiang as ethnic, or proto-ethnic autonyms. Yet I hesitate to ascribe 
distinct in-group/out-group boundaries to Muslim/Local identity in Qing 
Xinjiang, as the confusion of these categories could equally lend a confessional 
coloring to "Local" identity. In the early 1880s the Russian explorer Grigorii 
Potanin visited the oasis of Hami and questioned its inhabitants as to their com- 
munity's origins. One man described to Potanin how four acts of revelation 
had established the social divisions that he experienced in Hami: *God created 
two people, a father and a mother, and from these [two] the multitude of people 
were bred. 'They were born every day. Then God created four prophets and four 
books, which were sent to separate nations: the Bible, which is the law of the 
Russians; the Psalms of David, which is the law of the Qalmaqs; the Torah of 
Moses, which is the law of the Chinese; and Muhammad's Quran, which is 
the law of the Locals." Potanin, who thought of Muslim identity in a strictly 
confessional sense, was confused by this account: "Local" here seemed synony- 
mous with Muslim. If that was the case, then any Muslim might count as a 
Local. Potanin came away from Hami with the view that, paradoxically, the 
immigrant Tatars and Kazakhs from Russia that he met in Hami would also 
count as "Locals." 

The geographic notion of a Muslim Territory (Huibu) was both singular and 
plural. As the “Muslim Territory” it represented the land of the Muslims, in 
the same way as Tibet and Mongolia were pieces in the Qing ethnoterritorial 
jigsaw. As “Muslim Territories” in the plural it had a more specific meaning, 
corresponding to the aristocratic fiefdoms that the Qing granted to local col- 
laborators in the course of the conquest. According to historian Mulla Musa 
Sayrami, the Qianlong emperor (r. 1736-1796) publicly identified the Huibu 
as the patrimony of these Muslim aristocrats, even to Manchu officials. Sayrami 
describes a temple that once stood on the road leading south from Turfan to 
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Kashgar. In it hung the portraits of the first generation of Muslim aristocrats 
and a decree from the emperor: “I have made these men the guardians of 
the Seven Cities [of the Tarim Basin]. From now on, all officials who serve in the 
Seven Cities must come here and pay their respects!”°’ While occupying a pres- 
tigious position as go-betweens with the Qing emperor, these aristocrats, or 
wangs as they were known, sought to maintain the trappings of Islamic rule, 
and as far as possible they construed the Qing institutional context in Islamic 
terms. The Turfan wangs, for example, drew a link in their genealogy to the 
illustrious saint Muhammad Sharif and through him tapped into the Chagha- 
tayid and Qarakhanid legacy. While serving in Yarkand in the 1760s, Turfan 
Wang Imin Khoja went by the grandiose title of “wang khan,” and his sons 
and grandsons were called "shah."?! 

Like the Junghars, the Qing recognized the strategic importance of the Ili 
Valley and continued the policy of resettling Muslim peasants there from the 
south. The key difference in Qing policy was that these Taranchis were no longer 
enslaved to individual aristocrats but were incorporated into the network of 
Qing agricultural colonies in Ili, which consisted of garrison farms, colonies of 
transported convicts, civilian settlements, and Taranchi villages. The Taranchis 
not only survived as a distinct group within the “Turban-Wearing Muslim” pop- 
ulation, but grew in size, a large proportion of the new influx hailing from 
Uchturfan, which rebelled against the Qing in 1765. By 1770 the Taranchis 
numbered more than six thousand households, and by the mid-nineteenth 
century this had risen to eight thousand. Some families were assigned to work 
the lands of the hakim beg, the local Muslim governor, while the rest fell within 
eight Taranchi districts, each administered by a “treasurer” (shangbegi or 
ghaznachi).? 

In Qing scholarship, the identity of the empire’s Muslims never became the 
object of study that the origins of the Manchus and Mongols did. A variety of 
views existed, each informed by different theories and admitting different forms 
of evidence. This form of ethnography linked peoples of the present to past 
groups described in dynastic histories according to a set of at times contradic- 
tory principles. Geographical continuity was one such principle, by which people 
were identified as the heirs to those who had previously occupied the same ter- 
ritory. Ethnographic similarity was another, linking people who exhibited 
similar lifestyles. Where it was possible to consult genealogies, particularly those 
of the aristocracy, these were also taken into consideration. Finally, the philo- 
logical techniques developed by the school of “evidentiary learning” (kaozheng) 
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A prince (taiji beg) of Hami, a member of the Qing 
aristocracy permitted to wear the Manchu queue, 1890. 
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were brought to bear in reconciling toponyms and ethnonyms, and gauging the 
reliability of historical sources. These traditions provided resources for Qing and 
Chinese scholars to construct a variety of theories regarding the identity of the 
Muslims of Xinjiang. 

Language played little role in determining the relationship between various 
peoples of the realm. The concept of “Turkic-speaking” peoples, so crucial to 
Western perceptions of this region, seems not to have entered the discussion in 
Qing China. For the most part, if Qing scholars drew a connection between 
the Uyghurs of the past and any of the present-day empire’s Muslims, it was 
not with the Turkic-speaking Muslims of Xinjiang but with the Chinese- 
speaking Muslim community. The early Qing scholar Gu Yanwu (1613-1682) 
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argued that the name of the Chinese-speaking Muslims (Huihui, or simply 
Hui) was derived from that of the Uyghurs (Huihu), suggesting there was a 
historical link between the Tang dynasty Uyghurs and the Hui.? Gu was cau- 
tious, though, knowing full well that the Yuan and Ming dynasty chronicles 
spoke of the Chinese-speaking Hui and the Uyghurs of Uyghuristan as two 
distinct groups, and “thus the Huihui and the Huihu came to be treated as two 
types of people (zhong) again." The Huihu > Huihui > Hui theory nevertheless 
proved compelling (and is probably correct), and since the Muslims of Xin- 
jiang were similarly known as Hui, it could be extended to them too.’ 
Weighing against this etymological theory was the fact that it contradicted 
the principle of ethnographic similarity. As depicted in dynastic histories, the 
Uyghurs of the steppe were a link in a chain of nomadic groups that stretched 
back to the Han dynasty's great rival, the Xiongnu, and continued to the 
nomadic Mongols who now occupied the grasslands where the Uyghurs had 
originally roamed. Reconciling these contradictions was on the Qianlong em- 
peror’s mind when in 1759, on the eve of his army’s final push into the Tarim 
Basin, he found an old bronze bowl among the collection at his summer retreat at 
Rehe and identified it as an Islamic work. Delighted at the coincidence, he took 
brush in hand to compose an inscription for the bowl, in which he reflected on 
the identity of the Xinjiang Muslims and their connection to the rest of his 
subjects. Responding to Gu Yanwus theory of the similarity between Uyghurs 
(Huihu) and Muslims (Hui), Qianlong noted that Tang historians had unam- 
biguously linked the Uyghurs to the nomadic Xiongnu, whose heirs the em- 
peror identified as the Mongols, and he objected to Gu's (and Kangxi's) theory 
on these grounds: “The Muslims are not Mongols, they follow their own reli- 
gion.” Going on, he pointed out that while the Uyghurs of the Tang had been 
equestrian raiders practiced in mounted archery, “this is not something that the 
Muslims are capable of.” He concluded that “it is simply because the words 
Huibu and Huihui sound similar that people connect the Turban-Wearing Mus- 
lims with [the Uyghurs].”°° Yet the emperor was far from decided on the subject, 
and these ruminations did not prevent alternative views from circulating. 
Qing officials in the field, working with local informants, grounded their 
analysis in the study of aristocratic genealogies, which they compiled both for 
intelligence reports and official publication. This research eschewed the sino- 
centric impulse to define the Muslims of Xinjiang in terms of categories de- 
rived from the Chinese historiographical tradition and linked them to peoples 
farther west, most commonly to Bukhara. According to one of the earliest 
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descriptions of the Muslims of Xinjiang, “all the Muslims of the various coun- 
tries originate from Bukhara."?6 It is tempting to see this association with 
Bukhara as in some way connected to the Russian habit of referring to all 
Turkistani Muslims as “Bukharans,” and by extension to the Tarim Basin as 
“Little Bukhara,” but the two do not have a common origin. Russia had a long 
history of diplomatic and commercial relations with Turkistan in which Bukhara 
figured prominently. By contrast, the Qing had only a hazy notion of Bukhara 
as a political actor, and I believe the link to Bukhara here reflects the fact that 
Xinjiangs Naqshbandi hojas, with whom the Qing clashed but also collabo- 
rated, had genealogies tracing back to Bukhara, resting place of the eponymous 
founder of the Naqshbandiyya, Bahauddin Naqshband. 

Familiarity with Chinese sources was uncommon among Xinjiang Muslims 
during the Qing but not completely unknown, particularly among the aristo- 
cratic families who interacted frequently with Qing officials. In the 1890s, Xin- 
jiang’s provincial governor Tao Mo (1835—1902) wrote to the hereditary wang 
of Hami inquiring into his family’s origins. In his reply, the Hami wang dem- 
onstrated a certain familiarity with Chinese accounts of his region. As already 
mentioned, Ming Hami was identified as home to three different groups: the 
Muslims, the Uyghurs, and the mysterious Ha-la-hui. The Hami wang inter- 
preted the first as referring strictly to the Chinese-speaking Muslims and traced 
the origins of Hami’s Turban-Wearing Muslims to the remaining two: “The 
Uyghurs and the Ha-la-hui both professed Islam and dressed similarly. Previ- 
ously they used white cloth to bind their heads and thus became known as 
White-Hat Muslims. Later there were others who used different colors, called Red- 
Hat Muslims. There is no difference between these groups, so they are all called 
Turban-Wearing Muslims, just as people in Jiangnan and Jiangxi are all known 
as Han.” From within this confusing ethnic mix, the Hami wang specified his 
own family’s origins as follows: “My line belongs originally to the White-Hat 
Muslims, and are mostly descended from Uyghurs and Muslims.”*” 

Such exchanges were rare, though, and most Manchu and Chinese officials 
in Xinjiang did not inquire deeply into the origins of the province’s Muslim 
subjects. Since the Turban-Wearing Muslims had no family names equivalent 
to Chinese xing, they found genealogical inquiries difficult. In the last decade 
of Qing rule, the dynasty called on officials to prepare new local gazetteers, re- 
quiring them to report on what “types of people” (renlei) were living in each 
county. From Xinjiang they received a wide variety of responses, showing a new 
sensitivity to observable ethnic traits, and a geographic frame of reference that 
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exceeds earlier Qing descriptions, but no consistency. In these descriptions, the 
Xinjiang Muslims are commonly described simply as Locals (tuzhu), though 
the compilers of one held that it was in fact the Chinese-speaking Muslims of 
Gansu who were indigenous to Xinjiang, while the Turban-Wearing Muslims 
were simply “remnants of the Junghars.” Most added some clarification re- 
garding ethnic affiliation. Some describe them as of the "Arab type” (Alabo 
zhong), while others refer to them as Persians. In one, the Turban-Wearing 
Muslims are identified as Andijanis—a designation usually reserved for foreign 
Muslims.?? 


Andijanis and Kashgaris 


An ambiguous sense of local (yerlik) identity must be distinguished here from 
native place solidarities and the idea that people in Xinjiang identified them- 
selves by oasis of origin. From the nineteenth century onward, Orientalists and 
activists imparted negative connotations to what they saw as oasis parochialism, 
describing it as a reflection of the Turkistan Muslims' isolation and backward- 
ness. Adapting the thesis to contemporary Xinjiang, Justin Rudelson has 
argued that the persistence of the oasis as the focal point of Xinjiang Muslims 
loyalties explains the weakness of Uyghur nationalism.” The recent trend among 
Xinjiang scholars has been to reject both these positions, affirming the existence 
of a robust sense of protonational identity in nineteenth-century Xinjiang and 
a strong and widely held sense of Uyghur identity in the present day, manifested 
in everyday resistance as much as nationalist slogans.°° While concurring with 
the second point, I am less convinced of the idea that a trans-oasis bond ex- 
isted between, say, Muslims of Kashgar and Hami, that did not exist between 
Muslims of Kashgar and Andijan. In any case, there is no denying that oasis 
identities were among the most salient forms of community and solidarity in 
the past, as they remain today. 

The tenacity of oasis identities in Xinjiang is often attributed to the isola- 
tion of oasis life, but I suggest that these boundaries were equally a product of 
inter-oasis interaction. In the process of conquering the Tarim Basin, for ex- 
ample, the Qing court appointed members of elite Hami and Turfan families 
to positions of authority in Kashgar and Yarkand, resulting in an influx that 
heightened the sense of a north/south divide in Xinjiang society. Or consider 
Xinjiang's trading communities, which like the Chinese traveled in net- 
works that were shaped by native-place ties. Similar to the native-place lodges 
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(buiguan) that the Sichuan, Tianjin, or Shaanxi networks established in Xin- 
jiang, Muslim caravanserais were often identified by those they accommodated. 
A description of Aqsu from the 1870s, for example, records the existence of 
Khotani, Kashgari, Andijani, Yarkandi, and Dungan caravanserais.°! Qing 
administrative practice built on these native-place ties, assigning headmen, or 
aqsaqals, to the various trading communities. These headmen had the task of 
checking the paperwork of incoming goods and collecting duties. Accounts of 
Ürümchi in the late Qing depict the Chinese bazaar as divided into Tianjin, 
Shaanxi, and other native-place associations, while in Ürümchi's Muslim bazaar 
there were agsaqals for each of the Turfani, Aqsu and Kashgari communities. 
As much as travel might broaden horizons, therefore, commercial competition 
and administrative structures required traders to locate themselves within an 
oasis-based network. 

Beyond the bounds of Xinjiang, these oases identities were less salient, and 
to outsiders Xinjiang Muslims were known simply by the nearest departure 
point. Those who plied the mountain trails leading from Yarkand to Ladakh 
and India, for example, were known as Yarkandis. To the west, Kashgar was 
the city of the Tarim Basin most widely known among Muslims, who thus 
tended to be identified as Kashgari. In neighboring regions, the Tarim Basin 
was often referred to simply as the "Province of Kashgar,” from which Russian 
scholars derived their term “Kashgaria.” The historical record gives us many 
scholars and shaykhs in Islamic lands who went by the visba al-Kashgari—most 
famous among them the eleventh-century lexicographer Mahmud al-Kashgari. 
Conversely, Muslims from Xinjiang’s immediate neighbor, the khanate of 
Kokand, were known locally by the last major town they set off from—Andijan. 

‘The roads from Kashgar to the west, one of the chief settings of this book, 
have been the scene of many migrations.? One anthropologist counted more 
than twenty toponyms in the neighboring Ferghana Valley bearing the name 
“Kashgar,” or *Kashgari."5* Such place-names also occur in the mountains to 
the south, where some Tajik communities trace their origins to émigrés from 
Kashgar.Ó Beginning in the seventeenth century, an identifiable exile commu- 
nity of Kashgaris emerged in the Ferghana Valley, coming under the rule of 
the khans of Kokand in the early eighteenth century. As struggles between rival 
Sufi factions in the Tarim Basin intensified, there was rarely a period in which 
prominent Kashgari &/ojas and their retinues were not to be found among the 
Muslims of the Ferghana Valley.°° The Qing conquest of Xinjiang only added 
to this exodus. Islamic sources give inflated figures for these migrations, but 
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their impact was undoubtedly great. According to one account, on the first flight 
from the Qing in 1759, the khojas Burhanuddin and Khoja Jahan led with them 
around twelve thousand families across the Pamirs to Badakhshan, nine thou- 
sand of whom eventually made their way to Kokand.‘ 

From the mid-eighteenth century onward, meanwhile, Andijanis emerged 
as the dominant actors in cross-border commerce in the Tarim Basin, controlling 
the main east-west routes linking Xinjiang and Kokand. The Andijanis’ 
economic strength was among the factors that obliged the Qing to reach a 
political accommodation with Kokand. Qing officials had at first assumed the 
right to appoint headmen among the Andijanis, as they did among all trading 
communities in the empire, whether foreign or domestic. Over time, though, 
Kokand wrested control of this position, and with it the right to collect customs 
from foreigners in Xinjiang, as well as household dues from mixed Andijani- 
Kashgari families. These agsagals, as the Andijani headmen were known, 
were tax farmers, who pledged to provide a fixed annual sum to the Kokand 
court.Ó? In turn, the agsagal in Kashgar appointed deputies elsewhere in the 
Tarim Basin, selling the positions for a fee depending on the level of commercial 
activity in the town.” The first aqsaqals were merchants, but as the position grew 
more lucrative, Kokand's military class came to monopolize it. Ihe Kokandi 
aqsaqal in Kashgar resembled an official consul, with a staff that included tax 
collectors, a treasurer, and other officials with policing duties. Qing concessions 
to Kokand also entailed elements of extraterritoriality: the aqsaqal employed 
religious functionaries to handle the affairs of Kokandi subjects according to 
the sharia, and where Qing statutes applied, the agsagals encouraged Kokandis 
to flout them.” Tensions between the Andijanis and local Muslims were common, 
and at least once in the 1840s Andijanis had to erect barricades around their 
homes to defend themselves from rioting Kashgaris. 

‘The presence of a significant population of Kashgaris in Kokand and Andi- 
janis in Xinjiang was an important precondition for a series of khoja-led rebel- 
lions in nineteenth-century Xinjiang, a conflict described in rich detail by Laura 
Newby."! On at least two occasions the Kokandi aqsaqal was instrumental in 
betraying Kashgar to rebels invading from Kokand and was promoted to high 
rank by the victors. In the 1820s Khoja Burhanuddin's grandson Jahangir or- 
ganized the first foray into Qing territory, which soon turned into a full-scale 
Kokandi invasion, headed by Muhammad Ali Khan (d. 1842). The defeat of 
Jahangir, in turn, set off a new wave of migration from Kashgar to the west. 
One account tells us that during the retreat from Xinjiang, Muhammad Ali 
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Khan compelled seventy thousand Kashgari families to accompany him.” 
Mirza Shams-i Bukhari, a participant in the second major incursion in 1830, 
says that on its eve around twelve thousand Kashgaris were residing on Kokandi 
soil.’ Following the defeat of this second incursion, Chokan Valikhanov claims 
that as many as seventy thousand Kashgaris fled to Kokand and settled 
around Khojand or on the outskirts of Tashkent.” Again, in 1847, during the 
so-called Seven Khojas rebellion, we read that up to twenty thousand Kash- 
garis escaped from Qing territory.” Many of these died along the way, their 
remains lining the mountainous roads for years to come. Finally, after the defeat 
of Vali Khan Törä’s raid in 1856, another fifteen thousand are said to have left 
Kashgar.”° 

Chokan Valikhanov, the best source we have on this émigré community, 
says that in the 1860s there were a total of fifty thousand Kashgari households 
living in the Ferghana Valley.’” On this basis, some have calculated that there 
were as many as three hundred thousand Kashgaris in Kokandi territory in the 
nineteenth century—around half the khanate’s entire population!/? This seems 
excessive, but perhaps not by much. When bands of Kashgaris escaping the 
collapse of Yaqub Beg’s emirate flooded into the town of Osh in 1877, tsarist 
officials reported that half of them could be accommodated “in the houses of 
relatives, since almost a third of the population of Osh consists of Sarts who 
are natives of Kashgar and had migrated here in the Islamic period.”” 

To a limited extent there were cultural differences between the communi- 
ties. Valikhanov tells us, for example, that Kashgaris were believed to be good 
musicians, HI Some were struck by the way that Kashgaris called each other “so- 
and-so akhun"—for example, Dawut Akhun, Turdi Akhun—and started 
calling the immigrants “the Akhuns" (A&Punlar), a nickname still in use in the 
Ferghana Valley Hl Such markers were not so significant, though, as to prevent 
the Kashgaris from blending into the local population while retaining memory 
of Kashgari origins. As long as the sporadic anti-Qing violence continued in 
Xinjiang, the Kashgaris in Kokand cultivated a certain prestige for themselves 
as holy warriors. “Central Asia was overrun gradually by Kashgarians,” Valikh- 
anov noted wryly in the 1850s. "Ihey gave exaggerated descriptions of the 
misfortunes of their country, and of the injustice and oppression of the Chi- 
nese, and complained that the infidels carried off their wives and daughters and 
prohibited the free observance of their religious rites. The Kashgarians became 
the objects of universal respect."?? New shrines sprang up where the martyrs of 
the jihad had dwelt, and rituals associated with Kashgari saints such as Afaq 
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Caravanserai on the Osh-Kashgar road, 1915. (Photograph by Percy M. Sykes. © The British 
Library Board Photo 1042/[46].) 


Khoja helped to maintain these traditions. One émigré who wrote of his exile 
took the pen name Khoshhal Gharibi, “the forlorn happy one.” His literary iden- 
tity expressed both his good luck in escaping Kashgar alive and his misery at 
being parted from his beloved homeland (vatan): “I am struck by pain without 
remedy, / From my own country it has parted me. / Kashgar, that is to say, was 
my nation, / And for years my place of habitation. / But then Kashgar was de- 
feated and fell, / Laid waste at the hands of the infidel."9 Never at peace in 
Kokandi territory, Gharibi likened himself to Majnun, the love-struck madman 
of Persian poetry, wandering endlessly in search of union with his beloved Layli. 

Gharibi’s was a lone voice, yet his work seems to support the view that the 
memory of jihad and flight served to distinguish the Kashgaris from their neigh- 
bors. As Kokand fell to the Russians in the 1860s and 1870s, the notion of the 
Kashgaris as a bulwark against the infidel must have lost some of its currency. 
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For their part, Russian administrators saw little need to distinguish the Kashgari 
immigrants they found in the Ferghana Valley from the native population, whom 
they treated collectively as Sarts. For administrative purposes the significant 
dividing line was imperial subjecthood, and in Russian sources the term “Kashgari” 
seems to refer exclusively to Qing subjects. In 1897, when the tsarist empire 
carried out its first empire-wide census, the Ferghana Valley recorded only 
14,915 Kashgaris, a far cry from the possibly hundreds of thousands of indi- 
viduals of Kashgari origins.*4 This census can be difficult to interpret, relying 
as it did on the respondents’ own notion of what their native tongue was, but 
subsequent population surveys support my reading. These statistics show low 
but increasing numbers of Kashgaris in the Ferghana Valley as economic op- 
portunities enticed traders and laborers to cross the border: 47,388 in 1904 
and 50,238 in 1906, figures that correspond well with Chinese estimates of the 
sojourning population.9 Officially at least, what distinguished a Kashgari from 
a Sart of Kashgari background was a Qing passport. 


Orientalism and the Identity of the Uyghurs 


To complete this preliminary discussion, I turn to the scholarly traditions of 
western Eurasia, which gradually came to dominate global perceptions of the 
history and identity of the peoples of Asia. For Orientalists in seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century Europe seeking to account for the great migrations of people 
in history (vélkerwanderungen), the Uyghurs of the steppe, and of Uyghuristan, 
left behind traces in a wide range of historical records, providing entry points 
into a remote and obscure world. As John Pocock has discussed, Enlightenment 
Europe’s interest in the steppe nomad reflected a renewed interest in notions of 
barbarism and civilization in Christian Europe's own past.?6 Scholars were ini- 
tially little interested in clarifying the chronology or ethnic identity of the 
peoples they encountered, focusing instead on fitting the evidence of foreign 
scholarly traditions into Europe’s prevailing views of postdiluvian world history 
and its own barbarian invasions. As Orientalism professionalized and compara- 
tive linguistics intruded on historiography in the nineteenth century, though, 
a picture of the Uyghurs as a historical people gradually came into focus. 
French and Jesuit scholars were pioneers in the study of Asia, sometimes 
drawing on Chinese sources and sometimes on Islamic. Among the first Euro- 
pean notices on the Uyghurs since the thirteenth-century missions of Friar Wil- 
liam of Rubruck or Marco Polo to the great khans was an entry in Barthélemy 
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d'Herbelot's Bibliothèque orientale (1697), where they appear as the Igur, or 
Aigur. Herbelot’s eclectic compendium of notices on Oriental peoples and places 
drew heavily on the Ottoman statesman Katib Celebi’s writings on geography 
and hence presented a view of the Uyghurs as they appear in Islamic sources. 
The legend of Uyghur origins was given according to Abu'l-Ghazi Bahadur 
Khan’s Genealogy of the Turks, a work that was soon published in Latin 
translation.*” 

Chinese sources on the Uyghurs were first introduced to Europe’s scholarly 
community in the 1730s in the missionary Antoine Gaubil’s biography of 
Chinggis Khan. Gaubil here described the Ouei-ou-eul (representing Wei-wu-er) 
of Turfan and their submission to the world conqueror. Following him, in the 
1750s Joseph de Guignes discussed the Uyghurs of the steppe in his Histoire 
générale des Huns, des Turcs, des Mogols, et des autres Tartares occidentaux. Yet 
the link between the Uyghurs of Islamic sources and Chinese references was 
not immediately obvious to these scholars. Subsequent editions of Herbelot’s 
Bibliothéque were supplemented by the work of the Jesuit Visdelou, who pro- 
vided sinological commentary on Herbelot’s entries, along with a separate 
Histoire de Tartarie in which he translated all known references to the steppe 
Uyghurs of the Tang dynasty without connecting these Uyghurs to Xinjiang at 
all. Instead, he applied the principle of geographic continuity and traced the 
inhabitants of Uyghuristan to the Jushi, a polity known from Han dynasty 
chronicles.5* 

The reconciliation of these diverse sources was the work of the polyglot Ju- 
lius Klaproth (1783-1835), an enterprising and wide-ranging philologist. Ac- 
quainted with classical references to the Uyghurs, in 1805—1806 he sought out 
their descendants while serving on a Russian embassy to China. Passing through 
the Sino-Russian trading post of Kiakhta, he enquired among Muslims there 
as to the existence of such a people, and was told that they could be found in 
the vicinity of Turfan to the south. Much to his regret, Klaproth failed to enter 
Xinjiang, but he did succeed in tracking down a man from Turfan living in 
the outpost of Ust Kamenogorsk and took from him a short list of words in 
what he believed to be the “Uyghur” language.?? Upon returning to Paris, Kla- 
proth scoured Islamic, Chinese, and Manchu sources for further references to 
the history of the Uyghurs, first publishing his findings in 1811.?? Klaproth 
argued that the Uyghurs of Islamic sources were the same people as the Huihu 
of the Chinese chronicles and could be identified with contemporary Turkic- 


speaking communities of Xinjiang. He also analyzed the Uyghur script, 
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describing a chain of transmission leading from the Syriac script, via Sogdian 
to Uyghur, and eventually to the Mongolian and Manchu scripts. Klaproth’s 
findings were well received and made their way into the works of Abel Remusat, 
Europe’s first chair of sinology. Published in 1820, Remusat’s magnum opus, 
Recherches sur les langues tartares, drew the same conclusions regarding the 
Uyghurs, and like Klaproth he described Uyghur as a language still spoken by 
the inhabitants of the lands between Kashgar and Hami.”! 

Klaproth’s work was groundbreaking, but not all were convinced. His mono- 
graph drew a fierce response from an unexpected quarter—the Moravian 
missionary and Mongolist Isaac Jacob Schmidt (1779-1847), who penned an 
article in 1818 attacking Klaproth’s conclusions.”” At the time, Schmidt was 
working in Saint Petersburg on manuscripts of a seventeenth-century Mongo- 
lian history, Sagang Sechen's Jeweled Chronicle (Erdeni-yin Tobét), and was there- 
fore working with an ethnolinguistic lexicon very different from that of his 
Western European Orientalist counterparts. The Jeweled Chronicles account of 
the invention of the Mongolian script differs significantly from Klaproth’s Is- 
lamic sources, and to the extent that Uyghurs feature in the text at all, they do 
so as Buddhist nomads with Tibetan-sounding names. Rejecting Klaproth's 
conclusions on the Turkic identity of the Uyghurs, Schmidt argued that they 
were identical with the Tangut, that is, a Tibetan-speaking people of the Qin- 
ghai plateau. He ridiculed the table of letters that Klaproth had labeled as the 
“Uyghur alphabet" as simply “badly-written Mongolian” and dismissed Kla- 
proth’s account of its origins as a fabrication. 

This was the opening salvo in the Uiguren-Streit, a bad-tempered fracas typ- 
ical of nineteenth-century philology. To bolster his position, Klaproth pub- 
lished a second edition of his book, adding new linguistic materials drawn from 
Ming dynasty translation manuals, provided to him by the Jesuits in Beijing.” 
Schmidt held firm, continuing to insist that the theory of the Uyghurs as a 
Turkic-speaking people was a “chimera.” He called into question the authen- 
ticity of Klaproth’s Ming documents and suggested that Rashiduddin’s folk- 
loric account of the origins of the Uyghurs—one of Klaproth’s key texts—was 
a concoction that could be attributed to Rashiduddin’s misreading of Mongo- 
lian sources. In reply, Klaproth ridiculed Schmidt’s methodology and conclu- 
sions, summarizing his views in a piece that he optimistically titled a “definitive 
demonstration" that the Uyghurs were racially Turkic.” Schmidt, of course, was 
not finished, producing another book in 1826 criticizing Klaproth’s views. 
Then, in 1828, with the field divided between a majority who saw the Uyghurs 
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as Turks and a minority who argued for their Tibetan origins, the Russian Or- 
thodox monk and sinologist Bichurin intervened with a third position, arguing 
on the basis of geographic continuity that the Uyghurs had been Mongols.? 

By now Klaproth could not rouse himself to prosecute the Uiguren-streit any 
further, and from this point on the field progressed slowly. Works in Uyghur 
script had been identified in libraries in the 1820s, but were not edited and pub- 
lished for another half-century?? The next breakthrough came in 1870, when 
the Hungarian Arminius Vambery published Yusuf Khass Hajib's Qutadghu 
Bilig, a didactic text written at the court of the Muslim Qarakhanids in the 
eleventh century. In Europe the history of the Qarakhanid dynasty was even 
less well known than that of the Uyghurs, which led many scholars to treat any 
text in Uyghur script as a product of the Uyghurs themselves. Vambery thus 
introduced the Qutadghu Bilig to the Orientalist community as “an ancient and 
unique linguistic monument of the Uyghur people" and depicted the Uyghurs 
as spreading across Central Asia from Gansu as far as Samarkand, which he 
suggested had been founded as a Uyghur colony. Vambery was more cautious 
than Klaproth on the issue of linguistic continuity, though, criticizing Kla- 
proth's belief chat the Muslims of Chinese Turkistan still spoke the language 
of the ancient Uyghurs: “The lexicon out of a mouth of one of today’s Turfanis, 
in which the learned Klaproth delighted for some forty years, can provide no 
genuine trove of Uyghur linguistic material.” On this point he held a view much 
closer to that of linguists today, namely that the “spiritual and physical influ- 
ence of Transoxiana" had brought to Xinjiang a heavily Arabic- and Persian- 
influenced form of Turkic that was remote from Old Uyghur in its phonology 
and vocabulary.” 


The Triumph of Turkology 


To some, now, these questions were of more than purely scholarly interest. In 
the 1860s a massive anti-Qing uprising shook northwest China and drew new 
attention to the identity of China’s Muslims. In response to these develop- 
ments, in 1867 Russia’s leading expert on Islam in China, the sinologist Vasilii 
Vasiliev, gave a lecture at Saint Petersburg University, “On the Movement of 
Muhammadanism in China"? In his speech Vasiliev argued that the rebellion 
indicated the vitality of Islam in China, contrasting this with the lethargy of 
China’s dominant Buddhist and Confucian civilizations. This led him to the 
sensational conclusion that China was on the way to becoming a Muslim 


48 Uyghur Nation 


country, a prediction that soon made its way into British and French works on 
Islam in China Di 

Vasiliev had served at the Russian Orthodox mission in Beijing for many 
years, and his views were informed by the Chinese kaozheng tradition. In ex- 
plaining the identity of China’s Muslims he endorsed Gu Yanwu’s thesis of a 
link between the name Uyghur and the Chinese word for Muslim (Huihui/ 
Hui), but went further in his efforts to dispel the ethnonymic confusion. 
Showing the tenacity of Schmidt’s theories, Vasiliev postulated that these 
Uyghurs, a people who had played “an insignificant role in Central Asia,” were 
synonymous with the Tanguts. In support of this view he held that the name 
"Dungan" or “Tungan,” by which the Hui were known among Turkic-speaking 
Muslims, was simply a corruption of the word “Tangut.” Since the domains of 
the Tibetan-speaking Tangut had once stood between China and lands to its 
west, Muslims in China were either Uyghur/Tangut converts to Islam, or mi- 
grants from Central Asia, who had picked up the Tangut/Tungan ethnonym 
while traveling through Tangut domains. Further, he argued that these Mus- 
lims had exploited a similarity between the Chinese names for the Tangut 
kingdom (Daxia) and Arabia (Dashi), to deliberately obscure their Tangut ori- 
gins and claim the more prestigious (for Muslims at least) Arab descent. 
Tangut = Dungan = Huihui = Uyghur. It was a triumph of Russian kaozheng 
scholarship. 

Vasiliev’s theories led him, like Schmidt, to deny any Turkic element in Uyghur 
history. This put him at odds with scholarly trends, which were increasingly 
privileging linguistic affiliation above all other considerations. Turkology, the 
study of Turkic languages and peoples, was a late-blooming field in compar- 
ison with other fields of Orientalism and historical linguistics. It was not until 
the 1850s that German scholars conducting fieldwork in Russia produced the 
first scientific descriptions of living Turkic languages, and it was a German, 
Vasilii Radlov (or Wilhelm Radloff), who emerged as the leading representa- 
tive of this so-called new school of Russian Turkology. While working as a 
teacher in the Altay in the 1860s, Radlov spent his summers traveling and 
collecting folk stories and oral epics among the Turkic-speaking peoples of Russia, 
including a trip to Ghulja in 1862. Radlov's collections were not simply extensive, 
they had a literary quality that has allowed them to serve as the basis of many 
"national literatures" of the Turkic-speaking peoples of Russia. 

In response to the Muslim uprising in China, in 1868 Radlov traveled back 
to the Ili Valley to investigate it firsthand, while fighting was still raging in 
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Ghulja. In his reflections on the trip, Radlov squared the circle on earlier de- 
bates by postulating the existence of two groups of Uyghurs: the “Northern Uy- 
ghurs” of the steppe and the “Southern Uyghurs” of Hami and Turfan. Like 
Visdelou a century before him, he traced the Uyghurs of Hami and Turfan back 
to the Jushi of the Han dynasty, and saw both the Chinese-speaking Dungans 
and the Turkic-speaking “Tatars of Little Bukhara” as their descendants.!° Yet 
he did not follow Klaproth in believing that these people still were Uyghurs, or 
that their native tongue was Uyghur. The term “New Uyghur,” which was 
gaining currency in scholarly circles, had no place in Radlov’s linguistic record- 
ings or dictionaries, and his texts from Ghulja were published as specimens of 
the “Taranchi” dialect. 

In Russia the rediscovery of the Turkic past was in many ways a collaborative 
project between Russian and Muslim intellectuals. Radlov played an important 
role in mediating the relationship between Muslim reformists and the tsarist 
state’s own plans for Russified schooling among the empire’s Muslims. Fol- 
lowing his second trip to Semireche, in 1871 Radlov was appointed inspector of 
Tatar, Bashkir, and Kazakh schools in Kazan, where he collaborated with pio- 
neers of modernized pedagogy among Tatar intellectuals. This meeting of the 
minds led to the opening of a teachers college in Kazan for Tatar students and 
to the cross-fertilization of Islamic and Orientalist traditions of scholarship, as 
local historians seeking to construct a Tatar or Bolghar national history drew 
on Russian sources for their work. Such initiatives sat well with Radlov’s views 
on the importance of rescuing Turkic folk traditions from Arabic and Persian 
intrusions, as well as the Kazan linguistic school’s tenet that the structure of 
the spoken language revealed the essence of ethnic identity." Similar collabo- 
rations developed elsewhere in the empire among officials and native literati. 
‘The tsarist officer Nikolai Pantusov, for example, spent many years collecting 
folk stories among the Taranchis in Ghulja and Semireche and also edited and 
published the works of Taranchi and Kashgari authors.!% 

In 1884 Radlov left Kazan and took up appointment as director of the Asi- 
atic Museum in Saint Petersburg, where he produced his second great encyclo- 
pedic work, his dictionary of Turkic dialects (published 1888—1911), and also 
published an edition of the Qutadghu Bilig (1910). He arrived just as the great 
fin de siécle Turkological boom was starting, commencing with the discovery 
of a set of Turk and Uyghur inscriptions in Mongolia in an unknown runic 
script. Radlov set to work on deciphering these texts, knowing that he was in 
competition with the Danish scholar Wilhelm Thomson. This classic scholarly 
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rivalry brought to the fore a methodological divide between the Western Eu- 
ropean and Russian schools, with each side playing to its particular strengths. 
Those in Berlin or Paris prided themselves on having access to the best libraries 
and the latest scientific methods, and saw these as the key to solving the philo- 
logical and historical problems that the inscriptions posed. Those working in 
Russia, on the other hand, valued the fieldwork opportunities that Russia’s 
many Turkic-speaking peoples provided and hoped that accumulating data 
from living languages would help them unlock the mysteries of dead ones. 
Radlov and his circle in Saint Petersburg were inclined to see links between the 
present and the past where others did not, and in the wave of expeditions that 
scoured northwest China for manuscripts and buried cities at the turn of the 
century, the Russians not only sent out archaeologists and geographers, but also 
field linguists. The first of these was Nikolai Katanov, a leading “native” (inoro- 
dets) intellectual in the Russian academy, who spent the years 1889-1892 trav- 
eling in western Mongolia and Xinjiang, becoming the first scholar to conduct 
linguistic research in Hami and Turfan.!° 

Thomsen ultimately beat Radlov to deciphering the Orkhon inscriptions. 
In 1893 he announced his successful reading and in 1896 published a full trans- 
lation and transcription of two inscriptions, to great scholarly acclaim. In the 
deserts of western China, meanwhile, discoveries continued, with the focus 
shifting from inscriptions to manuscripts, and from Mongolia to the deserts of 
Xinjiang and Gansu. The Prussians organized the first expedition to the oasis 
of Turfan, while Aurel Stein set off from British India on the first of many ex- 
peditions scouring the Tarim Basin for buried cities. On his second expedition 
in 1906-1908 Stein skirted the south of Xinjiang and headed to the cave mon- 
astery of Dunhuang in Gansu, where he famously acquired the first manuscripts 
from its long-sealed monastic library. Sites such as Turfan and Dunhuang pro- 
vided Orientalists with a veritable treasure trove of frescoes, manuscripts and 
text fragments, much of it shedding light on the Buddhist Uyghur society of 
Uyghuristan and presenting a host of new challenges for philologists. 

Radlov, as a member of the Russian Committee for the Study of Central Asia 
in Saint Petersburg, was involved in planning and directing Russia’s archaeo- 
logical missions to China and all along remained convinced of his fieldwork ap- 
proach to historical linguistics. At a meeting of the committee in 1910 discussing 
the Russian response to the flood of new texts from Xinjiang, he argued that "for 
the best comprehension of these texts it is necessary to dedicate the same re- 
search to the last remaining dialects that preserve linguistic features of the Uy- 
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ghur language.”!°° The dialects that Radlov had in mind were not those of the 
Muslims of Xinjiang but of the little-known Yellow Uyghurs of Gansu, a small and 
isolated community that preserved the name, Buddhist faith, and, Radlov hoped, 
language of the ancient Uyghurs. To carry out this work he recommended his 
most promising student, Sergei Efimovich Malov (1880-1957). 

Malov made two trips to western China, the first in 1909-1911 and the 
second in 1913-1915, and in doing so became Russia’s leading authority on the 
living Turkic languages and peoples of China. His trip largely dashed Radlov’s 
hopes that linguistic fossils of Old Uyghur could be found somewhere in Chi- 
na’s west. “I must disappoint you,” he wrote to his teacher in 1910 from the 
mountains of Gansu, “but the lexicon of the contemporary Uyghur language 
is unlikely to contribute to elucidating obscure points in ancient Uyghur 
texts."!7 In other respects, though, the trips were a great success, not least 
because they yielded the first examples of previously unknown living Turkic 
languages such as Yellow Uyghur and Salar. Malov also collected a wide range 
of recordings on what he called the “Turkish dialects” of Chinese Turkistan. 
His manuscript finds were impressive too: from Chinese book collectors in 
Uriimchi he received a number of texts in Uyghur and runic script as gifts, and 
his visit to a Yellow Uyghur Buddhist monastery turned up a stunning Old Uy- 
ghur manuscript. 

The Saint Petersburg scholar’s visit must have been something of an event 
for Xinjiang’s diaspora of Russian subjects, and while passing through Malov 
socialized with the local consuls and Russian-subject Muslims. On his second 
expedition, the linguist met in Uriimchi a Tatar named Burhan Shahidi, an 
entrepreneur from Kazan who had been doing business in Gansu and Xinjiang 
for a number of years already. Shahidi, like many Russian Muslims of the day, 
took a keen interest in the progress of Turkological research and reported on 
Malov’s work among the Yellow Uyghurs for the Orenburg Tatar newspaper 
Time (Vaqit).* In terms of the twentieth-century history of Xinjiang, the 
chance meeting was an encounter worth noting: each in his own way, Malov and 
Shahidi were to figure in the emergence of Uyghur nationalism in decades to come. 
It also exemplifies the way in which Orientalist discourses were coming to enter the 
public sphere among Muslims in Russia, a theme to which I will return. 


The communal narratives of Muslim identity that circulated during the Qing, 
and the nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Orientalist tradition, were an 
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interconnected and swirling mass of historical narratives and ethnonyms. The 
Times correspondent George E. Morrison, who rode a horse through Xinjiang 
in 1910, found his interviews with the province’s missionaries, diplomats, and 
Chinese officials frustrating: “I have never met such a confusion of theories 
about the different races of these parts as those of people who ought to be au- 
thorities on the subject.”!°? Had Morrison inquired among the locals, he might 
have found a few well-read individuals, familiar with either Islamic or Chinese 
historiography, who thought of themselves as descended from the Uyghurs, but 
the name would have meant little to the vast majority of Xinjiang Muslims. 

Far from Xinjiang, though, the Uyghur legacy was emerging as a key ele- 
ment in a revised view of Turkic history. Orientalist circles were also discussing 
the idea that somewhere in western China this legacy lived on. For those who 
wished to do so, there was a foundation here to construct the Muslims of Xin- 
jiang as a nation linked to the Uyghurs of the past, though that was far from 
the only possible conclusion that could be drawn. While some confusion per- 
sisted surrounding the question of linguistic continuity, few if any participants 
in the Turkological boom were willing to postulate a direct link between the 
Uyghurs and a people of the present. We should be wary of presuming that Qing 
categories of identity, or scholarly romanticism, led smoothly to the emergence 
of a Uyghur nation. This story is too complicated to be reduced to the top-down 
construction of identity or the intellectual history of the "Uyghur" ethnonym. 
Both of these perspectives, while necessary, leave significant gaps in explana- 
tion, not least in accounting for the way in which this developing discourse 
intersected with the Muslims of Chinese Turkistan. From this point on, there- 
fore, it is necessary to step back from these narratives and look instead at social 
and political conditions along the great political dividing line of colonial 
Turkistan. 


The Making of a Colonial Frontier 


n the late 1850s, Qing officials might still have imagined the empire’s western 
reaches in much the same way as they had in the 1750s, when the Qianlong 
emperor's generals carried out their conquest of the “New Frontier.” That is to 
say, it was still possible to maintain the fiction that the Qing was the preemi- 
nent actor in the region and that the neighboring Kazakh sultans, the khans 
of Kokand, and even the rulers of Badakhshan and Afghanistan were but 
submissive tributaries of the Son of Heaven. Of course, such claims no longer 
withstood close scrutiny. After a series of local rebellions and incursions from 
Kokand, the Qing now kept to its line of border posts and abandoned any medi- 
ating role in Central Asian diplomacy. To pacify unruly Andijan merchants 
from Kokand the Qing court had granted them a series of trading concessions, 
which some have referred to as China’s “first unequal treaty.” Still, this was of 
ficially nothing more than an act of imperial beneficence toward an outlying 
polity. The Qing did not consider its dealings with Kokand as part of the “treaty 
system” with which it grappled after the Opium Wars. 
Twenty years later things looked very different. Severed from the empire by 
a major Muslim rebellion in 1864, Xinjiang was eventually reconquered in 1877, 
leading to its transformation into a fully fledged province of the Qing in the 
1880s. Equally significant in this period was the growing strength of Russian 
colonialism. Just as provincialization was bringing a Chinese-style administra- 
tion to Chinese Turkistan, this transition also marks the point at which Rus- 
sian Turkistan became Russian. The events linked the two Turkistans in new 
ways, both by creating new population flows between them and by projecting 
new imperial loyalties onto existing diasporas. The meeting of the two empires, 
perched atop a Muslim population sharing much more in common with each 
other than with their colonial overlords, produced a frontier society that had 
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elements in common with China’s coastal treaty ports but with the dynamics 
of extraterritoriality shaped by the distinctive environment. While Russian con- 
suls and Andijani merchants collaborated in linking Xinjiang to Russia’s colo- 
nial periphery, their own relationship was also mediated by the structures of 
Russian colonialism. This led to the emergence of institutions not found on the 
China coast, chief among them the presence of the trading headman, or aqsaqal. 


The Muslim Rebellion in Xinjiang 


By 1864, the wave of Muslim revolt that erupted among the Chinese-speaking 
Muslims of Shaanxi and Gansu had spread to the Qing Empire’s far northwest, 
sparking local rebellions that Qing officials failed to suppress. As Kim Hodong 
has described, local grievances against heavy taxation and maladministration 
fed the discontent, but in addition to this many among the Dungans of Xin- 
jiang seem to have believed a rumor that the Tongzhi emperor (r. 1861-1875) 
had decreed the extermination of the empire’s Muslims. Successive uprisings 
in Kucha, Ürümchi, Kashgar, Yarkand, and Khotan were led mostly by the local 
clergy and Sufi shaykhs, but the events soon aroused interest in neighboring 
Kokand. The rebellion of the 1860s ultimately split Xinjiang in three ways. By 
1867 a Kokandi officer named Yaqub Beg had consolidated his control of Xin- 
jiang’s south, ruling an independent emirate from Kashgar, while Dungan and 
Taranchi rebels occupied the north.! 

Yaqub Beg’s incursion into Xinjiang from Kokandi territory was in part a 
repetition of earlier anti-Qing rebellions and brought with it a new represen- 
tative of the exiled Kashgari koja dynasty. It also reflected deteriorating con- 
ditions in Kokand itself, which was hard pressed by Russia's military advance 
into Turkistan. Moving south from its line of forts across the Kazakh steppe, 
the Russians took Tashkent in 1865 and went on to reduce the khans of Khiva 
and emirs of Bukhara to client status. A participant in the battle of Tashkent, 
Yaqub Beg led a section of the defeated army to Kashgar, where they inter- 
vened in the ongoing rebellion and founded an Islamic state along Kokandi 
lines. With his Kokandi and Kashgari troops, joined by a few local Chinese 
who survived the invasion by converting to Islam, Yaqub Beg then set about 
incorporating other rebel strongholds into his regime, moving first on Khotan, 
then Kucha. Yaqub Beg distributed these towns to loyal tax-farming deputies, 
the majority of whom were part of the Kokand military elite that had accom- 
panied him on the campaign to Xinjiang. 
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Having stabilized his rule in the south, the amir turned his eyes north to 
Uriimchi, where a Sufi shaykh known as Dawud Khalifa (Tuo Ming) claimed 
the loyalties of Xinjiang’s Dungan Muslims. By early 1865 Dawud Khalifa, 
assisted by troops from Kucha, had seized control of not only Uriimchi but 
surrounding towns and proclaimed himself an Islamic king (gingzhenwang). 
Scholars concur that Dawud Khalifa was most likely a member of the Jah- 
riyya Sufi brotherhood, and was in this way linked to the main fighting force 
of the Dungan rebellion in Gansu and Shaanxi. Yet the Ürümchi rebels never 
succeeded in opening a line of communications to the east and soon found 
themselves threatened by Yaqub Beg's advancing army. In 1869, Dawud Khalifa 
turned to the Russians for support to fend off the Kokandi amir, pledging sub- 
mission to the tsar. "With our two peoples now forming a single family," his 
desperate letter reads, ^we desire only to unite and with common purpose and 
combined strength to destroy our enemy and live in peace and friendship"? No 
response was forthcoming from the Russians, and after a series of campaigns 
Ürümchi fell to Yaqub Beg in 1872. 

In the Ili Valley, meanwhile, the Taranchis had raised up a man named 
Abu'l-Ala as an independent sultan. Unlike Yaqub Beg in the south, who 
implemented strict Islamic law and compelled remaining non-Muslims in his 
territory to convert, the Taranchi regime in Ili had a distinctly post-Qing 
flavor to it. The sultan created a hybrid administration, merging categories of 
the Qing beg system such as the ghaznachi (who became the sultan's chief 
advisers), with Ottoman-inspired Islamic institutions such as the gadi asker 
(military judge). The Taranchi sultan dressed in ceremonial Qing armor, 
wielded a trilingual seal in Turkic, Manchu, and Chinese, and invited repre- 
sentatives of the valley's bannermen elite into his court, issuing them with 
Qing marks of rank such as the jeweled cap button.? The regime's recourse 
to Qing symbols of authority was a product of acculturation—knowledge of 
Chinese among the Taranchi elite was common—but also reflected the 
Taranchi sultan's weakness, which was soon to be tested by his neighbors. 
When Yaqub Beg set out on his first campaign against the Dungans in 
Ürümchi in 1870, he called on the Taranchis to commit troops to his sup- 
port. Instead, Sultan Abu'l-Ala sent a letter to the Dungans promising them 
reinforcements. Unfortunately, his letter fell into Yaqub Beg's hands, causing 
an irreparable breach in relations. Armed conflict between Yaqub Beg and 
the Taranchi Sultan was now a distinct possibility, and something that worried 
the Russians. 
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Further north, Tarbaghatay and the Altay saw similar violence, but without 
the consolidation of any new center of authority. On Chinese New Year in 1865, 
Dungans in Tarbaghatay ambushed and killed the local Qing officials, whom 
they had invited to the mosque for talks. The rebels then besieged the Qing 
fort, finally storming it in early 1866, by which time most of the garrison had 
already fled. Backed by Kazakh allies, the Dungans then headed south and 
joined forces loyal to Dawud Khalifa, who were occupying the town of Manas. 
Qing officials returned to the vacant Tarbaghatay and directed new contingents 
of Mongol troops on punitive expeditions against the Kazakhs of the Altay and 
Dungan brigands roaming Jungharia. All was not calm, though, and a second 
uprising broke out in Tarbaghatay in 1875, this time among Chinese convicts 
whom the Qing court had resumed exiling to Xinjiang.’ 

Yaqub Beg entered into negotiations with both the Russians and the British 
to win diplomatic backing for his position, but these efforts ultimately failed. 
A trade deal signed with the Russians in 1872 acknowledged Yaqub Beg as the 
de facto ruler of Kashgar, but in practice the amir restricted the flow of cara- 
vans in and out of his domains, creating an impediment to good relations. 
Meanwhile a series of exchanges with envoys from British India led to a similar 
commercial treaty in 1874. This permitted Yaqub Beg to obtain a small amount 
of arms from India but nothing more substantial in the way of support. 

Meanwhile Yaqub Beg’s success in creating an independent Islamic outpost 
in China was arousing interest in the Ottoman Empire. “Twenty years ago, the 
fact that there were Muslims in Kashgar was not known,” Young Ottoman in- 
tellectual Namik Kemal noted with irony in 1872. “Now, public opinion tries 
to obtain union with them." For the Ottoman sultan Abdulaziz (r. 1861—1876), 
interest in Yaqub Beg was probably motivated not so much by pan-Islamic zeal 
as by the fact that he had failed to defend the Muslims of Bukhara from Rus- 
sian invasion and now had a chance to make recompense for this. Yaqub Beg’s 
representatives arrived in Istanbul soon after the founding of the Islamic state 
in Kashgar, and the Ottoman press reported on events in Xinjiang closely. Yet 
it was not until 1873, having failed to ingratiate himself with either Russia or 
Britain, that Yaqub Beg announced his state to be formally subject to the sultan. 
With this act of submission, Istanbul dispatched a small party of officers and 
field guns, and for the remainder of its existence the Kashgar emirate’s coinage 
and communal Friday prayers proclaimed the sovereignty of Sultan Abdulaziz. 

In terms of the history of Kashgar-Istanbul contacts, the enlistment of Ot 
toman backing was a significant event. Yet this support was limited and proved 
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insufficient to preserve Yaqub Beg’s emirate from the advancing Qing forces. 
In 1877, while Qing general Zuo Zongtang’s Hunanese troops were securing 
the Hami-Barkól approach to Xinjiang, Yaqub Beg suddenly died. His regime 
soon splintered, and many of his Kashgari troops deserted to the incoming Qing 
army, allowing them to seize the rest of the Tarim Basin with hardly a fight. As 
Zuo Zongtang’s deputies restored Qing authority to the towns of the Tarim 
Basin, the Ottomans sheltered a number of leading representatives of the fallen 
emirate, but offered no public protest. 


The Russian Occupation of Ili 


By this time, subjects of the Russian tsar were a familiar presence in Xinjiang. 
Prior to its official opening to Russian trade in 1851, Russian Muslims, par- 
ticularly Tatars from the Volga or Siberia, had long been visiting the bazaars of 
Tarbaghatay and Ghulja. It had become standard practice for these Russian 
Muslims to declare themselves subject to a Central Asian ruler who was per- 
mitted to dispatch tribute missions to Xinjiang. One account from the 1820s 
explains how Kazakh sultans facilitated these deceptions: “Our merchants, who 
are unable to appear in Ghulja under their own names, assume a false identity 
as Andijani, i.e., subjects of Tashkent, to which the Kazakh sultans testify. They 
state in their letters that the caravan is subject to this [Kazakh] authority, along 
with which they declare that out of deep devotion to the Chinese state, and for 
their own profit, gifts have been sent with the caravan." The subterfuge seems 
to have been an open secret in which Qing officials connived. In 1845 a Rus- 
sian envoy made his way to Tarbaghatay and Ghulja disguised as a Turkistani 
Muslim, but revealed his identity upon arrival. Instead of expelling him, the 
Xinjiang officials received him cordially and encouraged Russia to keep sending 
caravans, provided of course that they crossed the border in Central Asian guise.’ 

The 1851 Treaty of Ghulja legalized this preexisting commerce in terms sim- 
ilar to those prevailing in the cross-border trade of Kiakhta-Maimaicheng (in 
Mongolia), the main difference being that trade in Xinjiang was tax-free. Only 
bartering was permitted, and no goods could be exchanged on credit. Trade 
was limited to a period between March and December in designated trading 
colonies, or “factories,” in Ghulja and Tarbaghatay, and not even dead Russians 
could remain on Qing soil: corpses were temporarily interred, pending removal 
with the next departing caravan.? In 1860, the Treaty of Peking between Russia 
and the Qing eased some of these restrictions and freed Russian merchants and 
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missionaries to travel throughout China. ‘The treaty also permitted the opening 
of a Russian consulate in Kashgar. In 1861 local officials assigned the Russians 
a plot of land on the banks of the Qizil River, but the only permitted routes to 
Kashgar ran through the khanate of Kokand, and for the time being political 
instability there deterred the Russians from dispatching either consul or trading 
caravans. 

At the outbreak of the Muslim rebellion, Russia’s withdrawal of its consuls 
and the loss of its trading quarters in Ghulja and Tarbaghatay came as a blow 
to tsarist commercial interests. The emergence in Kashgar of an Islamic state 
with ties to Russia’s enemies in Kokand was also a source of anxiety, as was 
the thought that the British might take advantage of Yaqub Beg’s weakness to 
extend their Indian frontier northward. Meanwhile, Kazakh nomads were 
exploiting the lawless environment to launch raids on Russian caravans from 
what was formerly Qing territory. In contemplating events in Xinjiang, Rus- 
sian officials did so within a long-term perspective for Russian progress in Cen- 
tral Asia. The Ili Valley, they knew, offered a cultivated oasis in the dry steppe 
of Semireche—a potential breadbasket that could supply much of Russian 
Turkistan. Russian administrators naturally felt that their form of civilizing 
mission was better than anything that the Qing Empire offered local Muslims, 
and the wide thoroughfare connecting Jungharia to the Kazakh steppe trou- 
bled those who believed in “natural borders.” Intrepid Russian colonists had 
already established themselves in the mountains north of Ili, and many in the 
empire’s military and geographic circles felt that it was only a matter of time 
before part, if not all, of Chinese Turkistan became Russian. 

In 1871, Russian officers seized on the flight to Taranchi territory of a 
Russian-subject Kazakh accused of murder to launch an invasion of the Taranchi 
sultan’s territory. General Kolpakovskii’s Cossack strike force, reinforced by a 
contingent of refugee Mongol bannermen, encountered little resistance in the 
six-week-long campaign. On the night of July 3, the deposed Sultan Abu'l-Ala 
handed over to Kolpakovskii the keys to the four gates of the Muslim city of 
Ghulja, along with his royal insignia: a sword, a silk parasol, and his trilingual 
seal.'° To the gathered locals, Kolpakovskii declared that he had come to put 
an end to the constant warring among the peoples of the valley. To the world, 
Russia announced that it would hold on to Ili for as long as it took the Qing to 
pacify the rest of Xinjiang. This, of course, was something that many believed 
the Qing would never achieve. Thus commenced a decade of Russian rule in 


Ili that is known in diplomatic history as the “Ili Crisis.”"’ 
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While the Russians deported the Taranchi sultan downriver to Vernyi, they 
sought out collaborators among his confidants. Prior to the Russian incursion, 
imperial envoy Baron von Kaulbars had carried out a diplomatic mission to the 
Taranchi court. On his journey in and out of the sultan’s realm, he was escorted 
by a man called Bushri Jalilov, also known as Bushri Khaufi, “Bushri the Dan- 
gerous.” Bushri was a prominent member of the sultan’s court and was also a 
bay, that is, a wealthy merchant (one chronicle of the Taranchi rebellion calls 
him the “leader of all the Aas" LI? When they parted, Kaulbars presented his 
escort with a pair of binoculars “so that he might scout out his enemies from 
afar.”!? It was a hint, and Bushri took it. Six months later, on the night when 
the Russians occupied the town of Suiding and prepared for the assault on 
Ghulja, Bushri snuck out and presented himself to General Kolpakovskii, 
informing him that the city was defenseless and the Taranchis were on the brink 
of surrendering.! The Russians had found their man. 

In place of Sultan Abu'l-Ala' s administration, the Russian occupation 
brought with it the tsarist system of “self-administration” (samoupravlenie). 
Canton heads (volostnoi, known locally as bolus) presided over the three Taranchi 
cantons (volost'), and below them a cohort of headmen, or agsaqals, for each 
village.? Similar offices existed for the Ili Valley's various Kazakh, Dungan, and 
other populations. In place of the ceremonial jackets, peacock feathers, and but- 
tons of rank with which these elites had displayed their receipt of the Qing 
emperor's grace, Russian occupation brought with it a new system of symbolic 
rewards, one based on wristwatches and medallions. A Russo-Chinese-Taranchi 
school was set up in a building formerly belonging to the Ghulja Sultan, 
aiming to provide Muslim children with at least a rudimentary level of Rus- 
sian.' To smooth its introduction, the school obtained the blessing of Ghulja's 
chief qadi, though like most schools of its kind in Russia it failed to attract 
many students. 

Among the Taranchis, the head of the native administration was the agsagal 
of Ghulja. In theory all such positions were elective, but in the case of Ghulja 
at least it was evident who was the preferred candidate: soon after the consoli- 
dation of Russian control, Bushri was proclaimed agsaqal of Ghulja and re- 
mained so for the duration of the occupation." Still a young man, he cut an 
authoritative figure on the streets of the bazaar. In 1873 American diplomat 
Eugene Schuyler met him on his visit to Ghulja and was impressed: “all classes 
of the population seemed to stand in great awe of him.”'® A menacing portrait of 
him and his sidekicks in Schuyler's travelogue leaves little doubt that as mayor 
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A view of Ghulja, with the main Taranchi mosque in the foreground, 1880. (Photograph by 
E. Delmar Morgan. Royal Geographical Society rgs029449.) 


of Ghulja, Bushri “the Dangerous” was living up to his name. Bushri seems to 
have played host to most foreign visitors to Ghulja at this time. He was evi- 
dently a man of cosmopolitan tastes, entertaining Schuyler with an evening of 
Taranchi and Chinese music, and treating the Cossack officer Khoroshkhin to 
a performance of Chinese opera, to which he provided running translations for 
his guest.? Soon he would find ways to make his newfound preeminence pay 
off, mediating an unlikely business deal between Russian grain dealers and Zuo 
Zongtang’s advancing army. 


Cross-Border Commerce and the Rise of the Rich 


The collapse of Qing rule and the encroachment of Russian forts and commu- 
nications links from the north enabled Muslim merchants in Xinjiang finally 
to revive the lapsed north-south trading network from which they had profited 
under the Junghar Mongols. Until the middle of the eighteenth century, Tarim 
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Basin traders had occupied an important position in a north-south trade linking 
the territory to Russia and China via Junghar domains, but in the 1750s the 
Junghar civil war and the Qing invasion ended this profitable business. Rus- 
sian customs records show that in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries one 
of the most popular exports from Turkistan to Russia was a Yarkand textile 
known as irketchin. In 1747, 150,000 rolls of irketchin were shipped to Siberia; 
but by 1752 this had shrunk by 90 percent to 15,000, and in 1753 the export 
came to a complete halt.?? 

In the wake of the Qing invasion some locals found a niche in the provi- 
sioning business. Yet once they were ensconced in Xinjiang, the Qing military 
mostly met its needs by permitting Chinese and Dungan merchants to extend 
their networks from Gansu and Mongolia into Xinjiang. Those few Muslim 
aristocrats who were obliged to make periodic trips to the Qing court carried 
with them trading goods to sell in the capital, but this form of “tribute-trade” 
was not an option for most Muslims. As security concerns mounted toward the 
end of the eighteenth century, strict regulations were placed on local caravans 
exiting Xinjiang to the west.?! As a result, there was little scope for Kashgaris 
to compete with the Andijanis or Dungans in long-distance trade to the west 
and east respectively. Visiting Kashgar in the 1850s, the tsarist spy Chokan Va- 
likhanov left with the impression that a distinct mercantile estate simply did 
not exist in Xinjiang. As he saw it, the richest man in the Kashgar district was 
the shaykh of the shrine of Satuq Bughra Khan in Artush, whose wealth de- 
rived from pious donations.”* 

Kashgari traders took advantage of the rebellion to establish northward links 
via Russian forts such as Vernyi (founded 1854) and Kopal (1847) to the trading 
fairs of Novgorod and Irbit. In 1874, Sir Douglas Forsyth’s British mission to 
Yaqub Beg found that the Andijanis still held a dominant position in the Kashgar 
bazaar, but they were not without Kashgari rivals. A list that the British pro- 
duced of the richest men in Kashgar shows that of the top fifteen, ten were 
Andijanis and five were locals, a number of whom had employees stationed 
in Russian territory. Textiles were again among the leading exports from Xin- 
jiang: Russian statistics show that in 1876, on the eve of Yaqub Beg’s downfall, 
890,000 rubles’ worth of a local cloth known as mata was shipped to Semi- 
reche.?? The ability to gain this slim foothold in Russia in the 1870s proved 
decisive in the formation of a new Kashgari elite of bays. Forsyth’s mission found 
a certain Akhun Bay to be the richest Kashgari in the bazaar, commanding a 
capital of 100,000 taels.24 Akhun Base family firm (the Akhunbayevs) was to 
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remain the wealthiest and most politically influential Kashgari import-export 
business for the next sixty years. 

It was in the north of Xinjiang that Russian commerce presented locals with 
the most lucrative opportunities, as locals inserted themselves into transactions 
between Russian firms and the Qing army. By 1875, Qing forces had pacified 
Gansu, and the court was conducting its “great debate” on whether to continue 
the continental campaign into Xinjiang or redirect its scarce resources to Chi- 
na's maritime defenses.” Basing himself in Lanzhou, Zuo Zongtang faced the 
perennial problem of supplying an army in China’s far northwest. Granaries in 
Shanxi and Inner Mongolia were running low, and shipping grain up the Gansu 
corridor was bound to be slow and expensive. As much as he lobbied the court 
to fight on, he must have realized that his supplies would not allow it. It was at 
this point that a solution presented itself from an unlikely quarter—a Russian 
scientific and commercial mission that was making its way back through Gansu 
to Siberia. This was the mission led by Lieutenant Colonel Sosnovskii, scouting 
out new trade routes though China’s west. Its sponsors included Siberian mer- 
chants, who hoped to build on the Russian foothold in Ili to establish connec- 
tions in the Chinese interior. 

So far, the Sosnovskii mission had little to show for its efforts; in terms of 
deals sealed, it was returning to Russia empty-handed. With anxious investors 
waiting in Siberia, Sosnovskii took a risk in Lanzhou. Without informing his 
companions, he called on Zuo Zongtang one evening and negotiated with him 
a contract to ship grain from Siberia to the Qing army—a thousand tons in 
1875, and half as much again in 1876.76 To pay for the supplies, Zuo instructed 
his financiers in Shanghai to contract a series of loans with the Hongkong and 
Shanghai Banking Corporation. Sosnovskii was delighted over the deal, but Zuo 
was equally satisfied with the price of 7.5 taels per picul (5 for the grain, 2.5 for 
transport). Both the speed with which the deal was sealed and its political im- 
plications worried some of expedition's members, who argued that to supply 
Chinese troops would only prolong the bloodshed in northwest China, and 
might eventually compel Russia to give up its recent acquisitions in Ili." Once 
they were back in Russia, the mission's scientist penned an attack on Sosnovskii 
entitled The Unsuccessful Expedition to China, which he concluded with a copy 
of the controversial grain contract signed with Zuo Zongtang. 

Sosnovskii's chief collaborator in the deal was Ivan Feodorovich Kamenskii, 
a guild merchant from Tomsk. Kamenskii shared Sosnovskii's enthusiasm for 
making commercial inroads into western China and was initially bullish about 
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his prospects. “The supply of grain along the entire Chinese military column,” 
he boasted to Turkistan officials in February 1876, “is now largely in my hands.” 
Before he completed his deliveries, he urged Saint Petersburg to wring new 
economic concessions from the Qing: “Each day sees the passing of great his- 
toric opportunities. A month from now, with the delay in concluding a treaty 
[with the Qing], Russian commerce will suffer a great loss."?? 

Despite Kamenskii’s confidence, however, the necessary quantities of grain 
were not easily found in Siberia, and Dungan bandits roaming Jungharia preyed 
upon his first caravans.?? In response to these setbacks he shifted his operations 
south to Ghulja, where the bazaars were well stocked. Bushri Aqsaqal smoothed 
Kamenskii’s entry into the local grain market, and through Bushri the Rus- 
sian entered into partnership with a Kashgari cart dealer by the name of Vali 
Bay (Yoldashev, also known as Vali Akhun).?? With grain and transport secured, 
and hungry Qing soldiers now camped only a few stages down the highway at 
Manas, Kamenskii, Bushri, and Vali Bay were poised to make a hefty profit. 
With Zuo’s commanding officer, the Manchu Jin-shun (1831-1886), they struck 
a new deal for five thousand tons of grain at 4 taels a picul, cheaper than the 
original contract but still highly lucrative terms.?! According to one account, 
Kamenskii was buying grain on the local market at (in Russian terms) 10-15 
kopeks a pud, and selling it to the Qing army in Manas at an outrageous eight 
rubles, earning himself a 6000 percent profit? As a key go-between in the 
Ghulja grain bonanza, Vali Bay soon became the richest man in town. 


Russo-Qing Treaty Negotiations and the 
Recovery of Ili 


As the Qing army pushed onward, it drove parties of refugees into Russian ter- 
ritory, creating political complications between the two empires. In the winter 
of 1877-1878, thousands of Yaqub Beg’s supporters took to the roads, some 
natives of Kokand, others Kashgaris, who joined the already sizeable Kashgari 
émigré population of the Ferghana Valley. Along with these were others from 
further afield: parties of Dungan Muslims from the provinces of Shaanxi and 
Gansu, remnants of militias who had been fighting the Qing since the 1860s. 
One group were adherents of the Jahriyya, the Sufi brotherhood that had formed 
the backbone of the anti-Qing rebellion. These crossed the treacherous Bedel 
Pass from Aqsu and headed to Qaraqol (Przhevalsk), on the eastern banks of 
Lake Issiq Kól. Others fled all the way south to Kashgar, and from there took 
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one of two routes leading into Russian territory; a minority opted for the 
Irkeshtam road to Osh and the Ferghana Valley; while the biggest group, com- 
prising some three thousand Dungans from Shaanxi, took the Torugart Pass 
to Naryn and eventually made their way to the Chu Valley, west of Lake Issiq 
Köl.” Zuo Zongtang and his deputies had pursued these Dungans to the edges 
of the empire and clamored for them to be extradited. Zuo was particularly cha- 
grined that the Shaanxi rebel leader Bai Yanhu (d. 1881) had got away. Russia 
resisted these calls, however, seeing benefit in populating its new frontier with 
a community fiercely hostile to the Qing. 

As the towns of the Tarim Basin fell to the advancing Qing forces, Qing 
officials insisted that Russia keep its word and hand back the occupied Ili Valley. 
Much of Saint Petersburg's top brass were opposed to doing so, and a fierce de- 
bate over the fate of Ili arose in Russia's diplomatic and military circles. For 
those in favor of retaining it, the valley offered a natural frontier, with rich min- 
eral deposits and a ready-made irrigation network far superior to any of Rus- 
sia’ other Central Asian possessions.’ Yet for Russia to break its promise to 
the Qing would lead to severe diplomatic, if not military, conflict and a blow 
to Russian commercial interests in China. Among those favoring restitution, a 
minority argued to hand back the entire Ili Valley in return for a huge indem- 
nity, but the majority eyed territorial concessions— both for reasons of strategy 
and to resettle the anticipated influx of Ili Valley Muslims to Russian-held 
Semireche. Driving a hard bargain, in 1879 the tsar's negotiators secured the 
advantageous Treaty of Livadia, ceding to Russia much of the Ili Valley, with 
a compensation bill of five million rubles for the rest. Yet to the surprise of 
the Russians, the Qing court refused to ratify the treaty, and in 1880 both sides 
readied for hostilities. 

Diplomatic disputes between Saint Petersburg and Beijing were complicated 
by ongoing quarrels in Ghulja surrounding Kamenskii’s gain transactions. The 
Qing camp was chronically short on cash, making initial payments in exchange 
receipts from the Hankou Customs Bank. Kamenskii, for his part, could only 
supply the grain in installments, and so both sides had grounds for complaint. 
All the while, the Qing army was exploring new supply lines, making it less 
reliant on Russian imports. In Ghulja itself, Kamenskii’s procurements were 
having a disastrous impact on the grain market, forcing prices up and creating 
serious shortages. In March 1878, with locals rushing to join in the boom, Ghul- 
ja’s Russian authorities finally cracked down and banned the export of grain to 
Qing territory. A distraught Kamenskii hurried to Saint Petersburg, but his 
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petition to carry on his shipments was rejected.? Soon enough, angry Qing 
officials were arriving in Vernyi to press for the grain still owing to them, or 
their money back.*° 

In 1880 Turkistan Governor-General Konstantin von Kaufman, who was 
tasked with supervising the hand-back of the Ili Valley, sent a commission to 
Ghulja to carry out a valuation of Russian property and investigate Kamen- 
skii’s dealings.*” In these circumstances, the merchant was unlikely to obtain a 
sympathetic hearing. Those among Russian officials who approved of returning 
the Ili Valley to the Qing would see Kamenskii’s obligations as a sticking point 
in the negotiations, while those opposed to the decision could easily link Ka- 
menskii’s grain shipments to the Qing army’s rapid advance across Jungharia, 
which had placed Russia in such an awkward position. Not surprisingly, the 
commission found against him. The following year, deep in debt, and a very 
long way from realizing his dreams of striking it rich in the Orient, Kamenskii 
passed away in Pishpek (today’s Bishkek).?? The Russian imperial treasury took 
upon itself 40,000 rubles of his debt to the Qing, and within a few months the 
Treaty of Saint Petersburg was signed. 

The fiasco implicated Kamenskii’s local partners, Bushri and Vali Bay, and 
the commission summoned them both. Bushri, it was found, had an unfulfilled 
contract with Kamenskii, while the Russian was indebted to Vali Bay for his 
carts. In the end, though, both men emerged unscathed. With rival empires 
now competing for the loyalties of the Ili Valley’s Muslims, Bushri and Vali 
Bay were worth much more to the Russians than Kamenskii had ever been. 

The third clause of the Treaty of Livadia stipulated a period of a year in 
which residents of the Ili Valley could choose whether to move to Russian ter- 
ritory as tsarist subjects or remain on Qing soil as Qing subjects. Chinese schol- 
arship casts this as a cynical ploy to depopulate the valley, but as Eric Lohr has 
discussed, the principle of allowing inhabitants of a contested territory to choose 
their future political allegiances was gaining acceptance in diplomatic circles 
in this period.” Russia's treatment of the Ili Valley mirrored its policy in the 
Ottoman Empire’s eastern provinces of Kars and Ardahan, which it annexed 
in 1878. There, locals who wished to remain Ottoman subjects were granted a 
window of time in which to leave, and those who did not would automatically 
become Russian subjects. Both deals were tweaked in Russia’s favor. In the case 
of Kars and Ardahan, those who migrated to Ottoman territory were forbidden 
from ever returning to their homes in Russian territory. In the Treaty of Livadia, 
though, Russia insisted that its newly acquired subjects would have the right to 
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return to Xinjiang, with all the privileges that Russian subjects enjoyed. This 
stipulation was among the many points in the Treaty of Livadia to which the 
Qing court objected, and it was deleted from the 1881 Treaty of Saint Peters- 
burg, leaving the status of naturalized Russian subjects who went back to 
Xinjiang ambiguous. Yet the main clause remained: from the treaty’s ratifica- 
tion locals had a year in which to decide whether or not to move to Russian 
territory. 

Russian, and Soviet, scholars have long argued that a fear of Qing reprisals 
drove the Taranchi migration. There certainly must have been trepidation 
among Muslims at the prospect of a new occupying army. Five years earlier, 
Zuo Zongtang had reprimanded Jin-shun for permitting excessive bloodshed 
in the storming of Manas to Ghulja's east, and rumors were now circulating 
that Qing soldiers were to be granted a free hand to loot Ghulja in lieu of a 
salary.‘ Yet swapping the well-irrigated surrounds of Ghulja for the dry and 
dusty lower reaches of the Ili River could not have been an attractive prospect 
for the Taranchi peasantry, and to this day Chinese scholars accuse the Rus- 
sians of forcing them to leave Xinjiang against their will. Caught up in this po- 
lemic, neither side has looked closely into local political dynamics. In Ghulja 
at least, the decision to move to Semireche was a collective one, made at a public 
meeting chaired by the Taranchi ulama in June 1881.“ It makes sense, there- 
fore, to reexamine the exodus in light of the interests of influential men such as 
Bushri and Vali Bay. 

From October 1879, when Russian officials first announced its hand-back 
policy, until 1883, when the window for migration finally closed, the political 
climate in Ghulja offered fertile ground for intrigue and controversy. Informa- 
tion was a scarce commodity, monopolized by men such as Bushri who shut- 
tled between Ghulja and Vernyi for meetings with Russian officials. In 1880 
local Muslims lodged a complaint that the aqsaqal was profiting from this un- 
certainty. Bushri, they charged, was hostile to the Russians and was spreading 
rumors that they would renege on the migration deal and hand the entire pop- 
ulation back to the Qing. In his view, they claimed, the Taranchis would be 
better off reaching an accommodation with the Qing.” Vali Bay, meanwhile, 
was focused on expanding his business interests. Amid rumors of war in 1880, 
he contracted to provision the Russian troops that had been mobilized and 
tapped his trading contacts for intelligence on Qing deployments.? When talk 
of war subsided, Vali Bay sold off his grain to the incoming Qing garrison. In 
this brief window of opportunity he set about diversifying his portfolio, buying 
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up tracts of land along the western end of Russian-held Ili. To his grain busi- 
ness he added contracts to supply clothing for the Qing troops and fodder for 
their mounts. ^ Qing officers lacked the cash to pay for these supplies and pre- 
ferred not to send payment through the banks of Shanghai or Tianjin, as this 
would alert Beijing to the transactions. As a result, Jin-shun, the incoming Ili 
military governor ended up deep in Vali Bay's debt: by March 1882, he was 
said to owe him the enormous sum of half a million taels.^ 

When Jin-shun arrived to reclaim the Ili Valley for the Qing, the shape of 
postconquest Xinjiang was yet to be determined. For the time being, he set about 
reconstructing his local administration along traditional lines, seeking to ap- 
point a hakim beg at the head of Taranchi affairs. There was a candidate from 
the line of local hakim begs, but his family had played a vacillating role in the 
rebellion of the 1860s and did not inspire the confidence of Qing officials. In- 
stead, Jin-shun reached out to Vali Bay and offered him the position, on condi- 
tion that he exert his influence to prevent the Taranchis from leaving Ghulja.*° 
That Jin-shun would tender this post to a merchant with no family history of 
service to the Qing indicates the shift in thinking that was occurring among 
Qing officials, a shift that would soon lead to provincialization and the aboli- 
tion of the beg system entirely. Yet Vali Bay had reason to be wary: to stay in 
Ghulja would mean selling grain at prices fixed by the Qing administration, 
which would amount to a significant markdown, so he refused Jin-shun's 
offer. Subsequent events vindicated his decision. When Jin-shun next met with 
prominent Taranchis to appoint a hakim beg from among them, he reached a 
deal with the new hakim beg to sell Ili’s remaining grain at the low price of 15—20 
kopeks a pud.^ Clearly it was in Vali Bay's interests to shift his operations to 
Russian territory, whence he could enforce the same advantageous terms with 
the Qing that he was currently enjoying. 


The Taranchi Exodus to Semireche 


The majority of the Taranchi population—almost ten thousand households— 
registered for the convoys heading west into what was now the province of Semi- 
reche, leaving some eighteen hundred families behind.^? In the eyes of Russian 
officials, it was Vali Base advocacy that dispelled remaining doubts that many 
locals had about leaving Ili. Vali Bay also took important practical steps to ex- 
pedite the migration. By this time, many Taranchis were deep in debt to him, 
and some probably saw the transition to Qing rule as an opportunity to escape 
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these obligations. To bring these Taranchis around, in 1882 Vali Bay canceled 
many debts owing to him and distributed funds for transport and other aid to 
Taranchis who were yet to leave Ili, totaling over thirty thousand rubles. The 
next year he again spent thousands on carts to carry hundreds of households of 
impoverished stragglers.” 

The Taranchi migration conformed to the pattern of Slavic migration else- 
where in Russia. Before the move, the heads of Ili’s Taranchi and Dungan can- 
tons toured Semireche Province to scout out land for their communities.*° The 
Taranchis were resettled in two of the province's districts (uezd), Vernyi and 
Zharkent, the latter newly created out of territory ceded to Russia, with three 
Taranchi cantons in both. While peasants spread out in search of good farmland, 
Ghulja’s mercantile and religious elite took up residence in the town of 
Zharkent, once known as Samar and home to a Sibe and Solon garrison. In 
1866 rampaging Taranchi rebels had burnt this Qing outpost to the ground. 
They now rebuilt it as the center of the new Russian-subject Taranchi commu- 
nity. The migration process preserved local communities intact: Taranchi villages 
in Semireche such as Qazanchi (“pot-beaters”) or Naghrachi (“drum makers”) 
took their names from suburbs of Ghulja known for these crafts. In a number 
of locations, however, conflicts with Kazakh nomads and Cossacks prevented 
Taranchis from taking up assigned territories, leaving some drifting from one 
canton to another and to the towns surrounding Vernyi. As many as five and 
half thousand Taranchis and Dungans ended up registered to Russian com- 
munities, and many others were not attached to any location at all, instead 
roaming the province as day laborers and peddlers.?! 

One difficulty in settling the Taranchis in Semireche was that they were 
something of a legal anomaly. As the Kazakh steppe was gradually opened to 
Slavic colonization, tsarist administrators came to view provinces such as Semi- 
reche in terms of a binary opposition between “natives” (ruzemtsy), which was 
synonymous with Kazakh, and Slavic "settlers" (pereselentsy). As Muslim colo- 
nists from Chinese territory, the Taranchis were neither tuzemtsy nor pereselentsy, 
rendering them an awkward fit in the administrative landscape. According to 
the terms of the 1881 Steppe Regulations, foreigners and non-Christian nation- 
alities other than tuzemtsy were forbidden to own land in Semireche, which if 
strictly interpreted would call into question Taranchi landholdings. By the 
1890s, as tsarist colonization policy in Turkistan shifted to a decidedly pro- 
Slavic approach, the Taranchis found themselves a conspicuous minority amid 
a growing population of pereselentsy and Cossacks. In 1899 an imperial decree 
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The ruins of Zharkent, 1880. (Photograph by E. Delmar Morgan. Royal Geographical Society 
rgs029466.) 


addressed this anomaly and confirmed that the Taranchis were “equal in rights 
with the indigenous population of the region (krai).”® In other words, they were 
to be treated as tuzemtsy. Yet certain forms of discrimination remained. Adeeb 
Khalid points out, for example, that sedentary tuzemtsy such as the Taranchis 
and Dungans were prohibited from voting in Semireche’s elections to the First 
Duma.” 

The Taranchis found themselves at the bottom of a rigid hierarchy of ethnic 
categories in Semireche that were inscribed on the administrative map. Taran- 
chis lived in designated Taranchi cantons, Dungans in Dungan cantons, Ka- 
zakhs in “Kirghiz” cantons, and Slavic settlers in peasant cantons (krestianskie 
volosti). Statistics from 1902 show that an average Taranchi household held only 
thirty-five acres (12.8 desiatin) of land, much less than Semireche’s Slavic set- 
tlers (eighty-seven acres) and Cossacks (two hundred and thirty acres).°4 Not 
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surprisingly, some itinerant Taranchis ended up back in Ghulja. In many ways, 
the conditions of the Taranchis who had remained in Xinjiang turned out to 
be better than the conditions of those who had moved to Russian soil. When 
Xinjiang’s new provincial administration was introduced in 1884, local peas- 
ants were freed from corvée service to the hakim beg, and tax obligations were 
kept low. Combined with a degree of homesickness and a desire to be reunited 
with family members, this led to the illicit return of thousands of Taranchis to 
Qing territory each year. Judging from statistics, this remigration to Xinjiang 
peaked in 1906, when a drop of almost ten thousand is recorded for the Taranchi 
population in Semireche. In 1909, statistician P. P. Rumiantsev led a detailed 
investigation into the state of agriculture in Semireche and found a high rate of 
desertion from Taranchi lands. Roughly 10 percent of Semireche's Taranchi 
peasants were living in Ghulja, as were almost 20 percent of the Taranchi pop- 
ulation of Zharkent.^ 

Tsarist officials seem to have turned a blind eye to much that was irregular 
in Taranchi society, creating ideal conditions for men such as Vali Bay to main- 
tain an intermediary position with the authorities. Particularly along the Chi- 
nese frontier, tsarist structures of sel administration lent a thin Russian veneer 
to an identifiably Qing system of village organization. In Ketmen Canton, for 
example, local headmen held titles such as mingbashi and yiizbashi, not found 
elsewhere in Semireche?? Much of Vali Bay’s land holdings fell within this strip 
of newly acquired Russian territory, and he was permitted to retain possession 
of it, with Taranchis there living as his tenants. Vali Bay collected between a 
third and half of the harvest as rent, and from this he paid the canton's tax ob- 
ligations himself.” He also employed his own private corps of functionaries 
who were in charge of irrigation and the collection of erain "7 As much as these 
irregularities raised eyebrows on occasion, the Taranchi districts were far enough 
from Semireche’s center of Vernyi, and Vali Bay sufficiently well-connected, that 
they were never seriously questioned. 

From his base on the Russian side of the border, Vali Bay continued selling 
grain to the Qing army on his terms. To transport his shipments to Ghulja, he 
teamed up with an exiled Polish engineer, Jan J. Poklewski-Koziell, to order 
from Britain the first-ever steamship to ply the rivers of Turkistan.” Launched 
in May 1883, they christened it the Kolpakovskii in honor of the man who had 
led the Russian occupation of Ili and had since risen to the governorship of 
Semireche. Vali Bay kept control of the processing end of his business too, op- 
erating a mill on the outskirts of Ghulja.° Besides grain, Vali Bay went into 
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cotton farming, successfully introducing an American species into the dry cli- 
mate of the Zharkent district. He also had an interest in coal, acting as consul- 
tant to Russian officials who were eyeing the rich deposits around Ghulja. By 
these various means Vali Bay accumulated capital to dwarf that of any of his 
neighbors. A list of electors drawn up for the district of Zharkent in 1899 rec- 
ords Vali Bay's personal fortune at forty thousand rubles, a sum greater than 
the combined wealth of the next eleven men on the list.?! 


Creating Provincial Xinjiang 


While the Taranchis were adapting to a new life on Russian soil, Qing control 
was being restored in Xinjiang through reconstruction bureaus (shanhouju) 
modeled on the institutions of the post-Taiping reconstruction of the 1860s. 
New city walls and administrative buildings had to be erected, canals dredged, 
and long abandoned agricultural land reclaimed. As Kataoka Kazutada has dis- 
cussed, much of this work was entrusted to demobilized soldiers from Zuo 
Zongtangs Hunanese army, as well as poor Chinese migrants who were en- 
ticed to Xinjiang by the farming opportunities that the reconstruction bu- 
reaus offered them. 

The breakdown of imperial authority in Xinjiang had convinced many 
officials that drastic reforms were required to prevent a future relapse into an- 
archy, and in the eyes of men such as Zuo Zongtang, these Chinese-led recon- 
struction efforts proved the viability of a more proactive colonial policy in 
Xinjiang. Zuo and his co-thinkers were opposed to resurrecting the patchwork 
of local autonomies that had previously existed in Xinjiang, blaming it for the 
persistence of anti-Qing sentiment, and they were equally critical of the long- 
established precedent of appointing only Manchu or Mongol officials to high 
positions in the region. Zuo also recognized a need to strengthen Xinjiang’s 
cultural ties to the center, and he argued for the introduction of Confucian 
primary schooling for local Muslim children. After a flurry of proposals and 
counterproposals, in 1884 it was decided to transform Xinjiang from a frontier 
dependency to a province, to be administered by a new cohort of Chinese 
bureaucrats. 

On the face of it at least, provincial Xinjiang was a Chinese-dominated af 
fair, and scholars have focused on the integrating and homogenizing thrust of 
the provincialization policy. Kataoka, for example, refers to the policy as the 
“sinicization” of Xinjiang. Yet in a number of respects this requires qualifica- 
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tion. In practical terms, many reconstruction initiatives failed to produce the 
desired results. The supply of immigrants gradually dwindled, little headway 
was made in reclaiming land, and ruined Qing yamens remained derelict well 
into the 1880s. The economy, too, struggled to rebuild; without a good supply 
of silver and copper currency, Yaqub Beg’s silver coins circulated for many years, 
and by the time they were finally withdrawn from circulation and melted down, 
the Russian ruble had intruded as the province’s most stable currency. At the 
level of local administration, moreover, the concept of sinicization conceals 
the ongoing reality of local autonomy. Former begs, now known by the Chinese 
title of xiangyue, continued to occupy an important position as intermediaries 
with local society. How could it be otherwise, when Chinese bureaucrats were 
assigned to rule vast counties with entirely Muslim populations? For some, this 
fact made a mockery of the notion of provincial Xinjiang. In 1891, Tao Baolian, 
son of Xinjiang governor Tao Mo, gave this blunt assessment of the policy: “Since 
dismissing the begs, they have been changed to village heads (xiangyue), but 
the Muslims still call them begs. The Chinese officials don’t know the Muslim 
language or script, so they can’t help but rely on the village heads. . . . Before 
the introduction of prefectures and counties, the Muslims hated the begs, even 
though they belonged to the same community. Now, having created prefectures 
and counties, we've simply added another layer of exploitation, and all the 
hostility is directed at the Chinese officials.” 

The view that Xinjiang was a province in name only was widely held in late 
Qing Xinjiang. Yet there is a further sense in which we should be wary of 
treating provincial Xinjiang as a shift to direct Chinese rule. Xinjiang became 
a province in the midst of an empire-wide shift in official thinking on local 
administration, informed by the ad hoc measures adopted during the suppres- 
sion of the Taiping rebels and formalized in the postwar reconstruction pro- 
cess. Reliance on thinly spread bureaucratic structures was giving way to forms 
of local autonomy in which social forces outside the bureaucracy—primarily 
the rural gentry and urban merchants—performed new roles as civic activists 
and community leaders. In this sense Muslim involvement in local adminis- 
tration conforms to, rather than contradicts, the prevailing provincial model. 
Chinese sources give little insight into the collaborative relationship between 
officials and Muslim elites, and this side of provincialization has been largely 
neglected by scholars. No doubt, Qing officials in Kashgar or Yarkand can 
hardly have expected the locals to take up state-building projects as enthusias- 
tically as had the patriotic gentry of Suzhou or Canton. Nevertheless this ideal 
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of informal civic participation was on the minds of those advocating provin- 
cialization. In 1882, Zuo Zongtang’s second-in-command Liu Jintang expressed 
his hope that, with the abolition of the beg system, the class of ex-begs would 
not simply vanish but instead come to fulfill the function of “gentry managers” 
(bangong shenshi), to whom some of the state’s previous responsibilities might 
be delegated.®4 As events proved, it would not be the ex-begs so much as Kash- 
gars commercial elite who would come to occupy this position. 


The Xinjiang Treaty Ports and the Russian Aqsaqals 


One of the most immediate consequences of Russia's arrival on the Qing Em- 
pire’s doorstep was felt among the Andijanis in the south of Xinjiang, people 
who had never previously had any link to the tsarist empire. Upon completing 
its conquest of Kokand, Russia assumed the right to protect all of the Kokand 
khan's subjects, including these émigré Andijanis, and offered similar protec- 
tions to Bukharans trading in Qing territory. Thousands of Andijanis as far 
afield as Hami and Khotan, who until recently had thought of the Russians as 
a hostile empire and Russian merchants as rivals, suddenly found themselves 
subjects of the "White King," as the tsar was known among the Muslims of 
Turkistan. 

Zuo Zongtang’s deputy Liu Jintang bridled at the notion of recognizing 
these Andijanis as Russian subjects and tried his best to prevent Russian repre- 
sentatives claiming them. “After all,” he reasoned, “they are not real Russians." ^ 
In the chaos of the late 1870s, Liu expelled hundreds of Andijanis suspected of 
collaboration with Yaqub Beg and proposed naturalizing long-term Andijani 
residents of Xinjiang who had property or family on Chinese soll. Yet with 
the conclusion of the Treaty of Saint Petersburg in 1881, such heavy-handed 
tactics had to be abandoned. In accordance with the terms of the treaty, Russia 
extended its network of consulates from Tarbaghatay and Ghulja to Kashgar, 
and eventually Ürümchi, and reserved the right to further representation should 
the growth of trade warrant it. Nikolai Petrovskii, a stalwart of tsarist diplo- 
macy, arrived in Kashgar in 1882, and other consuls soon followed. The treaty 
granted Russian subjects the right to move freely throughout Xinjiang and ex- 
empted them from all Qing duties on the traffic and disposal of their goods. 
Under such conditions, it did not take long for the Andijanis to reestablish their 
dominant position in local markets, often as intermediaries for Russian firms. 
From this point on, as the Soviet Orientalist Rostovskii put it, “the Andijanis 


were agents of Russian capitalism.” 


The Making of a Colonial Frontier 75 


If men like Liu Jintang lamented the presence of so many tax-exempt Rus- 
sian Muslims in Xinjiang, they might have consoled themselves with the thought 
that they would now be dealing with a limited number of Russian consuls in- 
stead of the Kokandi agsaqals who had spread to almost every oasis and played 
such a disruptive role in the mid-century rebellions. Liu resisted the reemer- 
gence of a network of agsaqals among the Andijanis, and in this he was on solid 
diplomatic ground. The Treaty of Saint Petersburg permitted the consul to send 
his employees into the field temporarily, but there was nothing in it about resi- 
dent aqsaqals. Yet soon after Petrovskii's arrival, men claiming to be Russian- 
appointed aqsagals started appearing among the province's Andijanis. In a 
strongly worded letter to the governor-general of Turkistan in 1884, Liu railed 
against this and other violations of the Treaty of Saint Petersburg, calling on 
Russia to withdraw its agsaqals and insisting that only consuls had the right to 
intervene in matters involving Russian subjects in Xinjiang. 

This was the tense situation at the end of 1884 when a man named Halim 
took up the position of Andijani agsagal in the town of Uchturfan. As he de- 
scribed in his reports to Petrovskii, Reconstruction Bureau officials refused to 
meet with him and ignored his courtesy calls. When Halim drew up a list of 
Russian subjects and their goods, local customs officials ignored him and con- 
tinued to tax these goods as they had been instructed. Abdurahim Bay, from 
the Ferghana Valley oasis of Marghilan, complained about this to Halim, who 
forwarded Abdurahim Bay's tax receipts to Petrovskii in Kashgar. When the 
Reconstruction Bureau got wind of this correspondence, they hauled Abdu- 
rahim Bay in and interrogated him as to why he had lodged his complaint with 
Halim instead of with the Qing authorities. Next they called in the Russian- 
appointed aqsaqal. In Halim's presence, the Qing officials questioned Abdu- 
rahim Bay as to whether he was a subject of Tsar Alexander III or of the Guangxu 
emperor. To the agsaqal’s dismay, Abdurahim stated that he was a Qing sub- 
ject, and that Halim had listed him as a Russian subject without asking his 
permission.^? 

The Qing officials now pressed Halim to sign a confession that he had reg- 
istered Abdurahim in error. Halim pulled rank, insisting that he would sign 
nothing without consulting with Petrovskii. At this, the official changed tack 
and tried flattery: “I see you are a good fellow, from now on I will discuss things 
properly with you . . . and whenever you send a report to the consul, make sure 
you inform me first.” Russian subjects traveling to the nearby town of Aqsu re- 
ported the affair to the Andijani agsaqal there, who invited Abdurahim Bay to 
a meeting with the Aqsu circuit commissioner (daotai). Here, Abdurahim 
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changed his story again, stating that he was indeed a Russian subject but that 
the Reconstruction Bureau officials had bullied him into declaring himself a 
subject of the Qing. 

Although vindicated by this admission, Halim Aqsaqal derived little satisfac- 
tion from showing up the Reconstruction Bureau. Shortly after this the bureau 
appointed a man of its own choosing as head of the Andijanis in Uchturfan 
named Nar Mirza. Nar Mirza initially declined the appointment, fearing to 
incur Petrovskii’s wrath, but by the middle of 1885 he was seen going around 
Uchturfan drawing up his own list of Russian subjects and spreading malicious 
gossip about Halim. Effectively, a situation of dual headmen prevailed—one 
recognized by the Russian consul, the other by the Reconstruction Bureau. Nar 
Mirza emerged as the eventual victor in this tug-of-war. Leveraging his connec- 
tions with Qing officials, he won recognition from Petrovskii in Kashgar, usurping 
Halim’s position as official agsagal of Russian subjects in Uchturfan. 

Such conflicts were to become commonplace in provincial Xinjiang. In one 
sense the revival of the agsagal network episode could simply be read as a case of 
Russia testing the limits of its treaties with China, but this would miss some- 
thing important. Historians of diplomacy have identified a trend in the late 
nineteenth century in which consular representation came to supplant preex- 
isting networks of trading headmen.”° The case of China's coastal treaty ports 
conforms to this model, where, for example, East India Company factors were 
replaced by British consuls. Yet this straightforward transition did not take place in 
Xinjiang. The Qing, Russian, and British empires that met in Xinjiang were all 
ruling Muslim communities that had little in common culturally and linguis- 
tically with the colonial officials serving among them. On either side of this 
triangular frontier, forms of local autonomy prevailed in which a layer of Muslim 
go-betweens mediated between imperial administrators and the subject popu- 
lation. In Russian Turkistan, for example, as part of the new Russian system of 
colonial “self-administration,” officials instituted a system of electing elders in 
local communities, also known as agsaqals. In Xinjiang, this system of self- 
administration now merged with that of consular extraterritoriality. The result 
was something of a paradox: by placing Russian subjects in Xinjiang under the 
jurisdiction of the Russian consuls, the Qing fostered an expectation among 
these Russian-subject Muslims that they would enjoy an autonomy from Rus- 
sian officialdom similar to that which they enjoyed on Russian soil. 

The Russian-subject agsaqals in Xinjiang can be thought of as a hybrid of 
two institutions: the Kokandi headmen, whose primary duty had been to deal 
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with Qing officials; and the agsaqals of Russian Turkistan, who liaised with 
tsarist authorities. As Halim’s ordeal shows, the loyalties of these agsaqals soon 
became the object of a contest between the desires of the “sender” state to su- 
pervise its subjects residing abroad and those of the “receiving” state to manage 
the disruptive presence of foreigners within its boundaries, as well as the inter- 
ests of the Russian Muslims themselves in preserving a degree of autonomy from 
both. Halim’s constituency in Uchturfan was living far from Consul Petrovskii 
in Kashgar, but even those in close proximity to a Russian consul preferred to 
appoint an zqsaqal rather than deal directly with the consul.”! In Tarbaghatay 
the majority of foreigners were Russian-speaking Tatars, who resided in a com- 
pact trading colony where shops, houses, and the mosque all stood close to the 
Russian consulate. According to a local imam, Tarbaghatay's Russian subjects 
first elected an 4qsaqal in 1892. He functioned for seven years without any of- 
ficial recognition until the Russian consul and local Chinese Qing officials fi- 
nally confirmed his position. 

A similar process of grafting a consular system onto existing networks of 
headmen occurred in the case of the British. In the 1870s, when Sir Douglas 
Forsyth's mission traveled to Yarkand and Kashgar, they found aqsaqals there 
among the Kashmiri and Badakhshani trading communities.” When the 
British Raj obtained the right to appoint a resident in Kashgar in 1891, he as- 
sumed control of this preexisting network of aqsaqals throughout the south of 
Xinjiang. There was great ethnic and occupational diversity among these newly 
acquired British subjects in Xinjiang, a fact that made it hard for a single agsaqal 
to represent the entire community. In some places where Indian peasants were 
long-term residents, a practice evolved of appointing both a peasants’ agsaqal 
and a traders’ aqsaqal. In one case from 1918, agsaqal elections in Yarkand led 
to the formation of five-member council, with one member each representing 
the Pashtun, Hindu, Kashmiri, Wakhi and Chitrali, and Balti diasporas." 

These agsagals were native functionaries at the bottom of an imperial bu- 
reaucracy that offered them little prospect of advancement, yet their role in me- 
diating disputes between Russian and Qing subjects made them influential 
members of local society. Given the demands of the position, the wealthiest 
traders did not seek the position for themselves; instead it was usually filled by 
middle-ranking members of the community. The agsagal in Ghulja, a Tatar by 
the name of Fazlullah (or Faziljan) Yunich, first came to Xinjiang as an em- 
ployee of a Semireche trading company and eventually became one of the richest 
and most influential members of Xinjiang’s Tatar community.” Russian aqsaqals 
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received a salary, collected from among the traders and supplemented with a 
stipend from the consul, which was high enough to employ a small staff. The 
agsagal in Tarbaghatay earned between six hundred and a thousand rubles a 
year, while the total income of the agsaqal in Kashgar was estimated at two 
hundred rubles a month.” Russian aqsagals were equipped with seals bearing 
the Imperial Russian coat of arms, and British agsagals flew the Union Jack 
from their dwellings." Chinese officials would always insist that there was no 
provision in any treaty for the appointment of aqsaqals, but day-to-day busi- 
ness in the outlying towns of the Tarim Basin lay well beyond the gaze of the 
circuit commissioner in Kashgar or Aqsu, and instead of combating the 
aqsaqals, most local officials did their best to stay on good terms with them, 
even awarding them Qing honors.’® One source describes a British agsagal 
on a visit to the Kucha country magistrate being carried in a palanquin and 
striding through the yamen’s ceremonial central gate, where he was welcomed 
with firecrackers.”” 

As Russia and Britain vied for influence in the so-called Great Game, the 
aqsaqals contributed by supplying local intelligence, monitoring suspicious for- 
eigners, and accommodating weary explorers and officials. They were also a 
link in the growing traffic of antiquities, procuring items from local treasure 
seekers that eventually set off the great wave of Silk Road archaeology of the 
early twentieth century. It was Abdusattar, agsaqal of Russian subjects in 
Khotan, who first informed Consul Petrovskii of the finds emerging from buried 
cities in the Khotan desert.?? Shortly afterwards, the Indian agsagal in Khotan, 
an Afghan by the name of Badruddin Khan, provided George Macartney with 
manuscripts and fragments of fresco and stucco that locals had unearthed. Later, 
Badruddin Khan helped Aurel Stein provision his expeditions to the buried 
cities of Dandan Oyliik and Niya in the Taklamakan Desert. For his services 
to archaeology, Badruddin earned the title of Khan Sahib and is remembered 
fondly in Stein’s reports.*! 


Extraterritoriality and the Subjecthood Question 


The colonial relationship between consul and subject in provincial Xinjiang ren- 
dered the functioning of extraterritoriality highly complex, and legal disputes 
between Russian and Qing subjects in Xinjiang were handled in a variety of 
ways. In theory, provincialization rendered local Muslims subject to the empire- 
wide Qing code, but forms of legal pluralism persisted, and qadi courts con- 
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tinued to hear civil matters according to Islamic law. In serious criminal matters 
involving Russian and Qing subjects, the consul and Qing authorities would 
try the case on consular grounds in a joint sitting similar to the hybrid courts 
of the coastal treaty ports. For lesser plaints, though, the agsagal might simply 
handle the case in conjunction with local Muslim translators. In some of Xin- 
jiang’s towns and villages, local Muslim diplomatic officials mirroring the 
Russian-subject agsagal emerged, bearing the title of “diplomatic agsaqal” 
(jiaoshe shangyue), until a decree from Ürümchi abolished them in 1924.9? If 
both parties agreed, a qadi could resolve the case according to the sharia, for 
which purpose Russian consuls appointed a qadi of Russian subjects.? Beside 
these practices, a specific form of extraterritoriality evolved among the Kazakhs. 
According to an agreement reached in Tarbaghatay in 1884, Kazakh judges Lis) 
from both Russian and Qing-subject communities held juridical congresses in 
Tarbaghatay and Ghulja every few years to resolve the backlog of disputes. 
Although Russian and Chinese officials attended these meetings, which some- 
times ran for up to a month, it was only in a supervisory capacity, and they 
played no role in hearing cases. So successful was this system of conferencing 
that officials extended it to Kashgar in 1904.54 

Given the ability of Andijanis and Kashgaris to resolve conflicts according 
to a common Islamic law, either through the agsaqal network or qadi courts, it 
might be argued that consular jurisdiction in Xinjiang was not as great an impo- 
sition on the Qing as it was in the coastal treaty ports, where Qing and European 
law clashed directly. Yet in other respects the problems of extraterritoriality 
were exacerbated by the distinct environment in Xinjiang. In the coastal treaty 
ports, it was common enough for Qing subjects to seek advantage by faking 
foreign subjecthood or claiming foreign protection as a Christian, but was dif- 
ficult for Qing subjects to actually pass themselves off as foreigners. In Xinjiang, 
by contrast, neither religion, speech, or dress distinguished Russian-subject 
Andijanis from Qing-subject Kashgaris, and here the problem of policing sub- 
jecthood status took on epidemic proportions. 

In theory, the problem of determining the identity of foreigners was now 
greatly simplified. Andijanis arriving in Xinjiang were subjects of the tsar, and 
Russian authorities provided them with bilingual passports and customs docu- 
ments. In Xinjiang's treaty ports, the Qing established trade bureaus (tong- 
shangju) that issued Russian subjects with the documents needed to transport 
their goods elsewhere in the province and claim the tax-free status to which 
they were entitled. This exempted them from the //j/z, a levy on goods in transit 
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introduced as a response to the Taiping civil war in the 1850s and intended as 
a supplement to provincial revenues. In 1878, Zuo Zongtang reintroduced a 
tax on the transport of goods through Xinjiang, although collection was inter- 
mittent at first. In theory, the /ijin could be applied to any shipment of goods 
from point A to point B, but Liu Jintang decided to focus collection on ship- 
ments of goods reaching Xinjiang from the east. He set up two /ijin bureaus in 
Gucheng and Hami, the entry points for caravans arriving from Mongolia and 
the Gansu Corridor respectively. 

Between the trade bureaus in the province's west, and the /ijin bureaus in 
the east, there was ample space for complications. Russian subjects might 
exploit their tax-free status to buy and sell goods within Xinjiang, moving 
between bazaars that were far from any consul or Qing official. In such a situ- 
ation they would obtain a receipt from the local Russian-subject agsaqal attesting 
to their identity as Russian subjects and their ownership of the goods. Known 
as “little receipts" (xiaotiao), these documents were entirely in Turki with no 
Chinese or Russian translation, and thus incomprehensible to Chinese offi- 
cials.5? Locals could also conspire with Russian subjects to pass off their own 
goods as part of a foreign caravan and therefore exempt from /ijin, or they might 
themselves obtain a “little receipt.” The considerable advantage that attached 
to such outward signs of Russian subjecthood quickly spawned a black market 
in trading documents. For the right price, local Muslims could even buy a 
Russian trading permit (which were often issued blank) and thereby pass as 
Russian Muslims. For these reasons, Xinjiang’s /ijin income declined rapidly 
soon after the tax's introduction, and in 1887 Liu Jintang requested permission 
to abolish it. In doing so, Xinjiang distinguished itself by becoming the only 
province in the empire to abandon collection of the /ijin. 

This decision must have come as a relief to local officials, who had found 
themselves helpless to prevent the agsagal network from eroding their authority. 
As the scale of commerce grew, Russian-subject Tatars and Andijanis hired in- 
creasing numbers of local Kashgaris as agents in outlying towns. It was a short 
step for these employees to claim the protection of the aqsagal network as a 
viable alternative to working within Qing law. In 1898, for example, the Rus- 
sian consul in Kashgar drew up a document listing the fees the aqsaqal was en- 
titled to collect from his constituents. In pledging to pay these fees, Andijanis 
affixed their seals to the document, but so too did a number of local Kashgaris. 
As a result, these locals took part in the election of the Russian 2qsaqal that 
year—a step toward claiming Russian subjecthood outright.*° 
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The thorny “subjecthood question” (guoji wenti), as it was known, high- 
lighted the fact that the Qing had only a hazy sense of the composition of its 
population, and in particular of the numbers and identity of foreign residents 
in China. This was among the issues that the Qing court sought to address in 
its final decade of rule, as it charted a course toward a system of constitutional 
monarchy. The court first instructed officials throughout the empire to com- 
pile a new series of local gazetteers, which in the case of Xinjiang provided rough 
figures for the number of foreign households in each county. Then in 1908 the 
Qing court promulgated a set of statutes that outlined plans for the first empire- 
wide census, which required Xinjiang officials to create a census bureau. D" 

This interest in identifying and counting the empire’s population drew re- 
sponses from local officials, who sought to tailor the impetus from Beijing to 
Xinjiang's unique circumstances. In 1909, the Aqsu Circuit Commissioner Pan 
Zhen (1851-1926) wrote to the court with suggestions for resolving the "sub- 
jecthood problem.” He argued to commission registers of Russian and British 
subjects, and to strictly enforce the requirement that Qing subjects claiming 
foreign subjecthood first obtain release from Qing status. Such a policy held 
out the prospect of a financial windfall, as property held unlawfully by foreigners 
could be confiscated.** Winning the court's approval, the scheme was entrusted 
to the members of Xinjiang’s fledgling Consultative Bureau, who tempered Pan’s 
ambitious initiatives. Despite consensus on the need for better knowledge of 
the foreign population, it was evident that such surveys would be impractical 
without the cooperation of the Russian and British consuls, which was unlikely 
to be forthcoming.?? It was also clear that fixing the boundaries between locals 
and foreigners would not be achieved without confronting the agsaqals and the 
widespread abuse of trading privileges that they facilitated. 

The one place where progress was made on this front was Ghulja, among 
Taranchi peasants who had returned from Semireche.”° These fell into two cat- 
egories: those who regained possession of their land, and those who had lost it 
and were now laboring on land belonging to Qing subjects?! Russia initially 
sought to extradite these runaway Taranchis, but not everyone considered it 
worth the effort, particularly as they continued to pay tax to the Semireche 
authorities via the Russian consul. These returnees were thus subject to double 
taxation—both by Chinese officials and by the Russians, and given the oppor- 
tunity, many were willing to discard Russian subjecthood. Karl Mannerheim, 
a Finnish officer in tsarist service who traveled through the Ili Valley in 
1906, found that “Russian subjecthood is something to be avoided rather than 
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coveted."?? Not long after his trip, the two sides agreed to allow those who so 
wished to revert to Qing subjecthood. In 1908, a new local gazetteer noted that 
two-thirds of Russian subjects had reverted to their original status as Qing sub- 
jects.” In the end, though, this initiative only compounded the confusion. Those 
who compiled the register among local Kazakhs listed all family members of 
households taking up Chinese subjecthood. For the Taranchis, though, they 
only recorded the name of the household head. As a result, the Russian consul 
and his tax officials were still in a position to claim the wives, children, and even 
grandchildren, of these re-naturalized Taranchis, as Russian subjects.” 


The Kashgari Labor Migration 


The new caravan networks that gave Kashgari merchants a foothold in Russian 
Turkistan also doubled as channels of labor migration, as landless and indigent 
Kashgari peasants sought higher wages in Russian territory. The émigré Kash- 
gari community in Russian territory was small at first: statistics from 1869 show 
only sixty-nine Kashgaris in Vernyi.? By the mid-1870s, though, the press in 
Russian Turkistan was carrying reports that caravans from Kashgar were 
bringing with them significant numbers of young men looking for work in 
towns such as Vernyi, Qaraqol, or Toqmaq, where the daily wage was more than 
ten times as high as in Kashgar. To staunch this outflow of population, Yaqub 
Beg tried to set a limit on number of caravans exiting his domains, but to no 
avail.?° 

With the arrival of Russian consuls in Xinjiang, a more stable regime of sea- 
sonal labor was instituted. To cross to the Ferghana Valley or Semireche, a 
prospective laborer first had to obtain the permission of his village head. Having 
secured this, he would then go to Kashgar and get a Qing passport, literally a 
“permit to exit the guard post” (chuka zhizhao).’’ These were bilingual, printed 
and filled out in both Chinese and Turki, and then endorsed with a visa and 
signed by the consul, with the traveler’s details translated into Russian. Upon 
arrival in Russian territory, Kashgaris would present their documents and re- 
ceive a temporary residence permit valid for up to six months.”® 

‘The expense involved was more than most poor peasants in Kashgar could 
afford, and some went into debt in order to make the annual crossing. In 1904 
the fee for a Qing passport was 0.4 taels.?? Russian visas were initially free, but 
in 1894 the tsarist administration introduced a levy of one and a half rubles on 
each passport (approximately 15 taels), a fee that gradually increased.'?? Chi- 
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Bazaar in Andijan, late nineteenth century. (Photograph by F. Orden. MAE [Kunstkamera] 
RAS 255-291.) 


nese authorities, who received no corresponding income from the many Rus- 
sian subjects traveling to Kashgar, resented the introduction of the fee, and in 
response the Kashgar circuit commissioner temporarily refused to issue new 
passports. Taking into account the unofficial fees required to get anything done 
at the county yamen or the Russian consulate, the total cost for passport and 
visa could be as much as five rubles (50 taels).!?! The issue caused controversy 
in Russia too. In 1906 the liberal daily Russian Turkestan criticized the fees, 
blaming them for slowing the supply of labor. Nikolai Petrovskii defended the 
practice, however, claiming that Kashgaris would earn as much as 50—60 rubles 


in a season of four months’ work.!?? 
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Some migrants found ways to avoid the fees, and Russian and Chinese 
sources concur that there were many who crossed into Russian territory illegally, 
taking one of any number of poorly guarded paths through the mountains. 
Some of these undocumented Kashgaris avoided inspection by working on 
land belonging to nomads in mountainous regions. Others ran the risk in the 
lowlands, often borrowing someone else’s Qing passport to apply for a residence 
permit. Policing of the system seems to have been fairly lax, and those who were 
caught were not necessarily deported to Xinjiang. In fact, on his inspection 
tour of Turkistan in 1908—1909, the privy councilor Count Pahlen found that 
in some cases the Semireche governor was simply granting illegal Kashgari 
immigrants Russian subjecthood.'?? 

By the turn of the century, the Kashgari labor migration to Russia was 
reaching significant proportions, and Kashgari labor came to be considered an 
essential ingredient in the development of Russian Turkistan. In 1894 Qing dip- 
lomat Xu Jingcheng noted that each year some six or seven thousand Kashgaris 
traveled to Russian territory for work Jm This accords with Petrovskii's state- 
ment that in the six months leading up to August 1903 he issued six thousand 
visas. These Kashgaris were driven not only by the pull of higher wages but also 
by the push of declining economic conditions in Xinjiang. Rent on land dou- 
bled in the first years of the twentieth century, as the Boxer indemnity led to a 
steep fall in official subsidies to Xinjiang. Rough estimates show that the size 
of the labor migration was steadily increasing: 13,000 in 1905, 16,000 in 1906, 
and 28,000 in 1908.5 One scholar suggests that by the outbreak of World 
War I, over fifty thousand were making the annual journey.!?6 The impact of 
these movements could easily be seen in Kashgar. A correspondent for the Tatar 
newspaper Time found Kashgar during the summer to be a ghost town. “The 
rich go to the countryside for the summer, the poor go to Andijan,” he noted. 


“Only the elderly, women, and girls remain.”!°” 


Provincial Xinjiang saw little improvement in its communications with China, 
but connections to Russia were developing rapidly. By 1888 Russia had extended 
its Trans-Caspian Railway to Bukhara and Samarkand, and in 1899 the line 
connected Tashkent and Andijan. In 1906 the opening of the Orenburg- 
Tashkent Railway provided a more direct link from Turkistan to Russia. Mean- 
while, construction had commenced on the Trans-Siberian, which eventually 
included the Trans-Manchurian link to Beijing. With this, the quickest journey 
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from China’s capital to Kashgar was on the Russian railway. Traders naturally 
benefited from these links, which consolidated Russia’s position as Xinjiang’s 
main export market. Even Chinese goods sent to Xinjiang were shipped via 
Russia. Kashgari merchants could now transport goods from Shanghai via ship 
to Batumi on the Black Sea, then by rail and ship to Andijan, with only a short 
caravan trip to Kashgar remaining. Seeing benefits in this rerouting, in 1904 
the Russian Ministry of Finance decreed the tax-free transit of luxury goods 
from China through Russia to Xinjiang.'°* In reconquering Xinjiang, the Qing 
had achieved a degree of political integration, but socially and economically its 
Muslim community continued to face west. 

An equally important byproduct of Russian empire building was the 
strengthening of ties between Muslim communities in Eurasia. To the north 
of Xinjiang, the majority of the Taranchi population were now Russian sub- 
jects in Semireche, forming outposts of sedentary Muslim life in a traditionally 
nomadic Kazakh region. Russia’s trading colonies in Ghulja and Tarbaghatay 
were home to growing communities of Tatars, with direct links via trade routes 
running through the steppe to centers of Muslim intellectual and social life such 
as Kazan and Ufa. In the south, by contrast, Russia’s conquest of Kokand had 
subsumed the Kashgari exile population and extended Russian subjecthood to 
the émigré Andijanis in Xinjiang. This north/south divide had consequences 
for the way in which new cultural trends manifested themselves in the early 
twentieth century. More so than at any point in its history, Xinjiang was now 
linked to the intellectual world of Russian Muslims and would absorb the same 
influences that these Muslims, primarily Tatars, were bringing to Russian 
Turkistan. At the same time, Russian railroads and steamships made it all the 
more feasible to strengthen old ties with the Ottoman Empire. Those in Xin- 
jiang who benefited most from the new commercial opportunities with Russia, 
easily identified by their Russified family names, were also the most eager of 
Xinjiang’s Muslims to cultivate a bond with the tsar's rivals in Istanbul. 


Imperial and Islamic Reform between 
Turkistan and Turkey 


t the turn of the century, three centuries-old dynastic courts in Saint Pe- 

tersburg, Beijing, and Istanbul confronted the challenge to modernize in 
the face of the new imperialism. Situated at the intersection of these three em- 
pires, Xinjiang provides an opportunity to explore how reformist initiatives 
across Eurasia intersected and were appropriated by local interests. The social 
and economic ties that linked Chinese and Russian Turkistan ensured that 
intellectual trends among Russian Muslims, as well as dramatic events such as 
the 1905 revolution, would make themselves felt in Xinjiang. In the Ottoman 
Empire, too, the Muslims of Xinjiang were bound inextricably to an empire to 
the west. These ties were built, not with railway lines and telegraph wires, but 
with the religious legitimacy that Ottomans drew on and with which they 
sought to combat foreign encroachment on the sultan’s not-so-well-protected 
domains. This reserve of spiritual prestige led Sultan Abdulaziz’s successor, Ab- 
dulhamid II (r. 1876-1909), to strengthen his dynasty’s claim to leadership in 
the Islamic world by reviving the title of caliph. 

'Ihe focal point for much of this reform was the question of primary 
schooling. The maktab in Xinjiang drew on a curriculum that was common 
across Turkistan, consisting primarily of Quran recitation, catechisms, and Sufi 
poetry. Alongside these schools were limited efforts to introduce the language 
and culture of the metropole to local Muslims: Russo-native schools in Russia, 
and the Chinese schools (xuetang) that Xinjiang officials introduced in the 1880s 
in the wake of the reconquest. Satisfied with neither the existing maktab nor its 
Russo-native alternative, Russian Muslims in contact with similar modernizing 
initiatives in the Ottoman Empire came to promote a “new method" (uszl-i 
jadid) or “phonetic method" (usil-i sautiyya) of teaching the Arabic script in the 
maktab. Besides an improved pedagogy for Arabic, these schools emphasized 
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the importance of subjects such as geography and mathematics, and were as- 
sociated with a broad “Jadidist” social criticism, ranging in its targets from the 
profligacy of the rich to Sufi mysticism and the cult of saints. Scholars have 
already done much to elucidate the course of Russian Muslim and Ottoman 
pedagogical reform, but the history of Jadidism in the distinct political and so- 
cial environment of Qing Xinjiang is less well known. Here Muslim initiatives 
came to coincide with, and complement, the Qing Empire’s own steps toward 
Western-style schooling. 


The Ottomans and the Muslims of China 


Late-nineteenth-century Istanbul had given refuge to those fleeing Yaqub Beg’s 
fallen emirate, and at times ties between Ottoman and Xinjiang Muslims 
invoked precedents established during the Muslim rebellion. For most Qing 
Muslims, though, Ottoman prestige was chiefly a function of the empire’s 
guardianship of the twin shrines of Mecca and Medina. Each year the annual 
hajj pilgrimage drew tens to hundreds of pilgrims from Qing territory, and the 
majority of these stopped off in Istanbul on the way. There they would usually 
stay in a Sufi-run lodge and participate in the weekly audience that the sultan 
held during hajj season. In a letter in 1906, the ulama of Hami and Turfan told 
the sultan that the Muslims of Chinese Turkistan “believe a visit to your lofty 
residence prior to making the hajj is as much of a religious obligation as the trip 
to the Hijaz itself, and consider a pilgrimage to the caliphal seat as the fulfillment 
of the hajj."! The sultan’s standing was further enhanced by his role in dispensing 
holy relics, such as hairs from the Prophet Muhammad’s beard. In the late 
nineteenth century one of these greatly prized strands made its way into the 
possession of Vali Bay in Zharkent, and Kashgaris petitioned the court for 
the same favor.* Historian Mulla Musa Sayrami titled his 1906 history of Xin- 
jiang A Hamidian History (Tarikh-i Hamidi) in honor of Abdulhamid and 
praised him as the “Ottoman Sultan of this land and people of Moghulistan."? 

The journey from China to Arabia was arduous, and in comparison with 
Russian Muslims, Qing pilgrims were poorly serviced along the way. There is 
some evidence that during the hajj certain Kashgari pilgrims known as “hajj 
chiefs" (hajjbashi) would fan out along the itinerary through Russia, evidently 
with some pastoral function. In Yaqub Beg’s day, a Naqshbandi shaykh with 
links to Kashgar occupied the post of “chief of the gate” (kapı kethtida) in Is- 
tanbul, a quasi-diplomatic position that in theory saw to the needs of Kashgari 
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pilgrims. As Naganawa Norihiro has shown in his research on the hajj from 
Central Asia, there were periodic efforts to revive this position? In 1893, for 
instance, petitions were presented to this effect, and in 1906 a certain Musa 
Jalaluddin was appointed to the position of sheikh ül-hujjaj (head of the hajis), 
claiming that Qing officials had approved his appointment. Yet without the dip- 
lomatic protection of a Qing consul, Chinese Muslims inevitably had to rely 
on Russia and the Ottomans for support. Some of those who reached Istanbul 
via Russia were assisted by Russian officials in obtaining an onward permit for 
the Hijaz. Ottoman Turkey in turn recognized the de facto right of Russian 
officials to protect these Qing subjects in Ottoman domains. The Russian consul 
in Jiddah complained that while the Kashgaris availed themselves of his ser- 
vices in times of crisis, for example on the death of a pilgrim, they were liable 
to "suddenly remember" that they were Qing subjects if they wished to evade 
the consul’s scrutiny. As Lale Can has discussed, those who found themselves 
in financial or administrative difficulty during their travels also petitioned the 
Sublime Porte for aid, emphasizing their Ottoman "spiritual subjecthood.”” 

Notwithstanding the limited Ottoman support for Yaqub Beg, the Qing 
court did not perceive the Ottomans as a threat to its position in Xinjiang. 
Among Qing Muslims, it seems it was entirely possible to position oneself as a 
spiritual subject of the Ottoman sultan without this taking on subversive con- 
notations. In 1893 an Ottoman traveler in Tianjin, for example, found Dungan 
Muslims there pronouncing the khutba, the dedication in which the name of 
the reigning sovereign was pronounced, to Sultan Abdulhamid. In 1906 a 
Bukharan named Muhammad Abdurahman Effendi, said to have studied for 
sixteen years in India, preached to the Muslims of the Qing capital. Warning 
them against sectarian division and customs that were not in accord with the 
sunna, his parting gift was to teach them the khutba as it was then being deliv- 
ered in Mecca and Medina, including a benediction for Sultan Abdulhamid.’ 
This situation contrasts starkly with Russia, where officials kept a keen eye out 
for signs of dual loyalties among the empire’s Muslims and monitored the khutba 
closely. In Xinjiang, too, the Russian consuls policed the khutba in mosques 
frequented by Russian Muslims.? 

For their part, the Ottomans had nothing to gain by inciting the Muslims 
of China to revolt against the Qing. Rather than lament the plight of Muslims 
under non-Muslim rule in China, liberal pan-Islamist thinkers of the Hamidian 
period were just as likely to express solidarity with China in its struggle against 
unequal treaties and concessions. Orientalist and missionary accounts of Islam 
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in China, which were an important source of information for Ottoman and 
Russian Muslim views, helped to square this circle by depicting Islam as a rising 
force in China. Far from a Muslim community in need of Ottoman guidance, 
these accounts gave Chinese Muslims a leading role in China’s national revival. 
One important source of this discourse was Vasilii Vasiliev’s prediction, in the 
1860s, that Islam would eventually emerge as China’s national faith. Vasiliev’s 
work was first discussed in Istanbul in the 1890s and remained popular, 
particularly among those who were committed to the idea of pan-Islamic soli- 
darity. In 1913 the Islamist journal The Straight Path (Sebil'ür-Regad ) published 
a serialized translation of Vasiliev’s influential lecture on Islam in China Di 

One of only a few Muslims from China to participate in this ongoing dis- 
cussion was Abdulaziz Ghuljali Ge, from Ghulja), a Naqshbandi Sufi who 
taught Arabic at the Sublime Porte. In 1899, Ghuljali wrote a series of pieces 
on Islam in China for the Ottoman press, introducing readers to the diversity 
of China’s Muslims, with articles on the Salars, the Dungans (a people he 
likened to the Ottoman Empire’s crypto-Muslim Dénme), and the Turks of 
Chinese Turkistan. It was the Salars, according to Ghuljali, who were the most 
supportive of Ottoman-style modernization. In 1891 a Salar Muslim on his 
way back to China from study in Istanbul and Cairo had preached in Ghulja 
on the need to improve schooling by inviting teachers from India or Istanbul, 
and had encouraged the locals to import a printing press to publish books and 
periodicals. While seeking to correct certain errors that derived from the Euro- 
pean press, Ghuljali concurred with the prevailing view of the Qing state’s ad- 
miration for the Islamic faith. In his opinion, the small community of Muslim 
aristocrats from Xinjiang residing in the Forbidden City in Beijing was par- 
ticularly significant in this respect: “from the Islamic world’s point of view, it 
is important to call attention to the fact that these Beijing Turks . . . reside within 
the emperor’s city, while preserving the name Chantou, which is Chinese for 
Turk"! 

Events at the end of the nineteenth century seemed to confirm this per- 
ception of Qing Islamophilia. In 1898, Indian and Turkish newspapers re- 
ported that the Qing court, recognizing the vitality of its Muslim population, 
had decided to base its military response to Europe on them. This was a distorted 
account of the formation of the “Gansu Braves" (Ganjun), an army of Muslims 
from Gansu commissioned in response to an uprising in 1895 and who joined 
the Beijing garrison in 1898. Necib Asim, editor of the Istanbul daily the 7n- 
trepid (İkdam), expressed pride in the achievements of his coreligionists in China: 
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“To learn that in this far-off country our Muslim brethren . . . make up the most 
progressive, most industrious, and most daring class is naturally something that 
we will all be delighted at.”!* This excitement soon turned to dismay, however, 
when the Gansu Braves led the assault on Beijing’s foreign legations during the 
Boxer Rebellion of 1900. From Germany, Kaiser Wilhelm organized a party of 
Ottoman officials and clerics, blessed by Caliph and Sultan Abdulhamid, to 
pacify the Muslim population of China. They hoped to achieve this by making 
direct contact with the Gansu Braves commander Dong Fuxiang, a man widely, 
though incorrectly, believed to be a Muslim." 

This first quasi-official Ottoman mission to China in 1901, sent in the wake 
of the Boxer Rebellion, pursued objectives largely devised by the sultan’s Euro- 
pean allies. It suggests that Sultan Abdulhamid saw his popularity among Qing 
Muslims not so much as a basis for independent activity in China, but as a bar- 
gaining chip in his dealings with European powers. It was not until 1908 that 
Abdulhamid took concrete steps toward strengthening his contacts with 
Chinese Muslims. In the wake of the visit to Istanbul of an eminent Beijing 
imam, the Ottoman court appointed a man named Ali Riza and a Daghistani 
collaborator named Tahir Effendi to teach in Peking’s Ox Street madrasa. Yet 
although the two missionaries were initially acting on the sultan’s instructions 
and receiving a stipend from the court, Istanbul's enthusiasm for the mission 
to Beijing seems to have soon waned. Following the Young Turk revolution of 
1908 and the deposition of Sultan Abdulhamid in 1909, the two men found 
themselves cut off from Ottoman direction. “The Muslims here have the deepest 
love and affinity for the caliphate,” Ali Riza complained in a letter to Istanbul 
in 1911, “but the court seems not to comprehend this.”!4 

Vague hints of Ottoman missions to the Muslims of Xinjiang abound in 
this period. In 1879 the British ambassador in Beijing warned Qing officials 
that Abdulhamid was dispatching secret envoys to Kashgar, an accusation that 
would be heard many times again." While there is no evidence for any court- 
appointed mission to Xinjiang in this period, this did not stop British and 
Russian diplomats from spying Ottoman intrigues in China’s far west. Usually 
they saw these intrigues directed not at the Qing but against their own inter- 
ests, and potentially in collusion with Qing officials. In 1904, for example, the 
Russian consul in Kashgar raised the alarm at the presence in his jurisdiction 
of a suspicious Turk, a certain Ilyas Effendi, who claimed to be there on busi- 
ness. Ilyas Effendi, the consul noted, seemed to be on good terms with Chinese 
officials and was aided by an equally suspect Chinese-speaking Russian Muslim. 
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The consul drew the conclusion that the Ottomans, with the blessing of Qing 
officials, had established an underground “trading and political agency” in Xin- 
jiang, though nothing further is heard of this supposed Ottoman outpost in 
Xinjiang." 

In the absence of formal ties, much of the story of Ottoman-Qing connec- 
tions revolves around individuals who inserted themselves into the space 
between the two empires. The pro-Ottoman mood certainly made Qing Mus- 
lims receptive to those who brought with them the prestige of Ottoman religious 
learning. As there was little supervision over mosques in China, it was entirely 
possible for such sojourners to perform the Friday prayers; indeed, it was a matter 
of local courtesy that they do so. Ottoman Muslims might also gain a following 
within local Sufi networks, and Turkish officers passing through Hami in 1917 
found there a muazzin who had once been employed reciting the call to prayer 
in the Ayasofya mosque of Istanbul." Historians of the late Ottoman Empire 
have described an increase in the frequency of Ottoman Muslims claiming de- 
scent from the Prophet, and this fact is reflected in claims to sayyid status 
made by Ottoman subjects in Xinjiang. A Chinese observer passing through 
the town of Kucha in 1916 noted several families of Turks residing there, whom 
the locals all honored as sayyids.'? A Muslim journalist found a number of Bed- 
ouin Arabs in Yarkand similarly passing themselves off as sayyids.? 

For every freelance Ottoman missionary in Xinjiang there were also unscru- 
pulous individuals who sought to profit from Ottoman popularity (and some 
who blurred the line between these two categories). Sources describe a number 
of incidents in Xinjiang of fraudulent fund-raising on behalf of the sultan, an 
embarrassing phenomenon that the Ottomans were aware of and sought to 
stamp out. In 1906, for example, a Russian Muslim posing as an Ottoman of 
ficer swindled more than five thousand taels out of the Muslims of Suiding.?? 
In 1910 a man appeared in Ghulja in military dress soliciting donations for the 
Ottomans, and a rumor spread that he was a “pasha” from Istanbul who in- 
tended to establish an Ottoman consulate. Suspicious locals wired a query to 
Istanbul and were told that no such agent had been sent. The man, who turned 
out to be a French impostor, escaped with a haul of two thousand rubles.?! Such 
difficulties convinced Qing Muslims of the need for better diplomatic ties 
between Istanbul and Beijing. Far from pursuing anti-Qing politics, there- 
fore, Muslims in Xinjiang seeking to forge ties with the Ottoman Empire 
had a direct interest in strengthening, not weakening, the Qing Empire’s global 
standing. 


92 Uyghur Nation 


From the Ili Valley to Istanbul 


In the late nineteenth century, as we have seen, Vali Bay’s landholdings and 
business interests made him by far the wealthiest man in the district. To ad- 
miring Russian officials, he was the model of an enterprising self-made man. 
He was recognized as one of only a few “honored citizens” (pochetnyi grazhdan) 
of Zharkent and was admitted to the first merchants’ guild of Vernyi. Perhaps 
the highlight of his career came in 1896, when he represented the natives of 
Semireche at the coronation of Tsar Nicholas II in Moscow. Here the one-time 
cart dealer found himself mingling with the leading lights of fin de siécle di- 
plomacy, among them Qing China’s own representative, Li Hongzhang, Viceroy 
of Zhili and imperial envoy to the capitals of Europe. As it happened, the two 
men met at the coronation. Li, among the most pro-Russian members of the 
Qing elite, evidently saw Vali Bay as a man to be cultivated and presented him 
with a Qing medal of honor for services rendered to the Manchu dynasty.” 
On his trip back from Moscow to Semireche, Vali Bay stopped off in Bukhara 
to pay his respects to the amir, who also granted him a star of honor.?? 

Vali Bay directed some of his largesse to philanthropic projects as he took 
on the role of local cultural patron. In 1887, a few years after the final conclu- 
sion of the migration, local Muslims petitioned him to support the construc- 
tion of a mosque, resulting in the grandiose hall of worship that still stands in 
the town’s center and is known simply as Vali Bay’s mosque. What is immedi- 
ately striking about the mosque is its mixed style, combining a Turkistani en- 
trance arch with a mosque hall essentially Chinese in composition. The hall 
was the work of a Chinese artisan and was directly copied from the main 
Taranchi Mosque in Ghulja (shown on page 60). The Chinese style, much 
more evocative of Dungan mosques in Gansu than anything in Kashgar or Yar- 
kand, typifies the cosmopolitan Ili Valley, where Taranchis were subject to the 
influence of Qing culture to a greater degree than their coreligionists in 
the south of Xinjiang. As a symbol it conveyed the message that, although they 
were now Russian subjects, the Taranchis would not simply adapt to Tatar or 
Turkistani norms. Its construction put on public display in Semireche an 
embodiment of a distinctly Qing Muslim community. 

Clearly Vali Bay had an interest preserving the Taranchis as a community 
apart from the rest of the Russian Empire’s Muslims. In many ways the rigid 
social boundaries of Semireche society contributed to the isolation of the Taran- 
chis from other groups. One tsarist official who witnessed the migration from 
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The Vali Bay mosque in Zharkent, 1911. The man in the dark 
coat in the foreground is most likely Vali Bay himself. (M. Philips 
Price Collection. Royal Geographical Society rgsF039/0168.) 


Ghulja to Semireche noted that, whereas in Ghulja the Kazakhs, Taranchis, and 
Dungans had all submitted to a common Islamic court, the strict boundaries 
between communities in Russian territory now prevented this.” Almost all of 
the Taranchi religious elite had migrated to Russia, giving the community a 
degree of cultural self-sufficiency at first. Yet there was no way to isolate the 
Taranchis completely from Russian Muslim society, as gradually the ulama 
dwindled.” In this situation, Vali Bay's position as communal patron obliged 
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him to tap into social and cultural resources deriving from elsewhere in Russia, 
particularly among the Tatars, who found work as schoolteachers throughout 
Semireche and the Kazakh steppe. The entrepreneur’s authority did not rest on 
the support of an entrenched ulama, and he publicly positioned himself in sup- 
port of the new form of education that these Tatars brought to Semireche—the 
so-called New Method.” In the madrasa attached to his mosque in Zharkent, 
Vali Bay hired a Tatar named Gabdurahman Damolla b. Gataullah Mu- 
hammadi (d. 1909), who hailed from a line of Tatar madrasa instructors and 
was well connected to the intellectual scene in both Kazan and Bukhara.? 
Locally he became known as a champion of the New Method and attracted a 
following of Taranchi and Dungan students, not only from Semireche, but 
from Ghulja too. 

As the network of Tatar-run schools in Russian territory extended into Semi- 
reche, it drew the interest of Russian Muslims residing in Xinjiang, particu- 
larly in Ghulja and Tarbaghatay. By the late 1890s, prominent Xinjiang Tatars 
were connected to educational reform efforts across the border in Russia, 
with the Ghulja agsagal, Faziljan Yunich, organizing fund-raising efforts 
for the Semipalatinsk Islamic Charitable Society.?? This soon led to the 
first experiments with the New Method in Xinjiang itself, catering to the 
children of Russian subjects in Xinjiang. Reports from 1900 indicate the 
presence of one such school in Tarbaghatay run by the son of an imam from 
Semipalatinsk.?? 

Among local Muslims in Xinjiang, the first to show an interest in the New 
Method were the Musabayevs, a family from the town of Artush in the south 
who had recently established themselves in the Ili Valley. The patriarch Musa 
Bay's background is poorly known, though one account says that upon returning 
from a trip abroad he set up a tanning workshop in the Ili Valley in the 18805. 
Musa Bay handed on this leatherworks business to his two sons, Husayn 
and Bahauddin (d. 1928), and by 1903 the Musabayev workshop was worth 
around 300,000 rubles. This was still a small firm by Russian standards, but 
was three times the size of their nearest local rival.?? The quality of its output 
surpassed similar enterprises across the border in Semireche, enabling the 
Musabayevs to compete in Russia's leather market. From Ghulja, the brothers 
ran a network of stores stretching across the border to Zharkent and Semi- 
palatinsk.?! In their Ghulja factory, they mainly employed Kashgaris from 
the south, but in their shops they also hired Tatars as shopkeepers and ac- 
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countants, thereby tapping into the preexisting network of Tatar trade along 
the steppe route to Russia. 

The record of the Musabayev family of Artush as cultural patrons dates back 
to at least 1894-1895, when Husayn Musabayev refurbished one of Kashgar's 
most prestigious madrasas, the Khanliq.?? A few years later the family spon- 
sored Kashgar's first-ever publishing enterprise, the Sunlight Press, as Rian 
Thum has recently discussed.?? The shift to Ghulja situated them in a social 
climate that was supportive of reformed schooling. Active in importing busi- 
ness practices and technology from Russia, the Musabayevs must have felt a 
need for better-educated employees than could be found locally, and in 1898 
they decided to start experimenting with the New Method. One of the pupils 
in this trial was Masud Sabri, a young boy destined for a long and distinguished 
career in Xinjiang politics. In the 1940s, Masud recalled how he was pulled 
out of his maktab one day and had geography and mathematics textbooks thrust 
into his hands. Six months later, he and his classmates took an examination.*4 
Evidently satisfied with the results, in early 1900 the Musabayevs turned the 
school that they ran into an explicitly Jadidist institution.” As a teacher they 
recruited one of Gabdurahman Damolla’s students from the Vali Bay madrasa 
in Zharkent, a man by the name of Muhammad Masum Effendi. 

This connection to Zharkent places Jadidism in Xinjiang in a line of trans- 
mission from Tatar innovations. According to Masud's account, Husayn Mu- 
sabayev's inspiration to sponsor New Method schools came from a meeting with 
Ahmad Bay Husaynov (1837-1906), founder of the modernized Husayniyya 
madrasa in Orenburg, and the Musabayevs subsequently sent a pair of students 
to the Husayniyya. Yet before long its patrons reached out in a different direc- 
tion. As was typical of early Jadidist schools, the Musabayev enterprise was on 
shaky pedagogical foundations, as Masum Effendi only had the training for a 
year’s curriculum. Whether motivated by a desire to maintain independence 
from Tatar competitors, or simply by the prestige of contacts with the Ottoman 
court, in 1902 Husayn Musabayev decided to send the teacher to Istanbul for 
further study. Along the way, Masum Effendi stopped off in the Crimean town 
of Baghchasaray to visit the Tatar publicist Ismail Gasprinskii, considered by 
many to be the father of the New Method. The two discussed the state of the 
new schools in Xinjiang and the prospects for the development of Jadidist in- 
struction in China. In contrast to Russia, where the New Method had aroused 
official suspicions, Masum Effendi told Gasprinskii that Chinese officials were 


96 Uyghur Nation 


wholly in favor of it. According to Masum, the circuit commissioner in Ili had 
issued a decree praising the New Method and declaring his support for the pro- 
motion of New Method schools.?ó 

In 1904, after a course of study at Istanbul's Imperial School of Civil Ad- 
ministration, Masum Effendi returned to Ghulja and was appointed head of 
the Musabayev school, which from this point on was known as the Maktab-i 
Hamidi-i Husayni, in honor of both the Ottoman sultan Abdulhamid II and 
the school's patron, Husayn Musabayev.? According to a description from 
1910, the school's curriculum was based on Istanbul methods and taught ac- 
counting as well as Russian and Chinese.?? Next to the school was a reading 
room that subscribed to periodicals from Russia. Upon returning to Ghulja, 
Masum Effendi encouraged his patrons to send a group of students to Istanbul. 
He wrote a letter of introduction to the sultan for the first party of four, which 
included his pupil Masud, and with this recommendation the students were 
enrolled in Istanbul's Hamidiyya High School. Others followed this initial 
cohort, and by the time of the outbreak of the Balkan Wars in 1913, a total of 
fifteen students from Xinjiang were studying in Istanbul, including six at the 
Military Academy, four at the Galatasaray Lycée, one at the Imperial School of 
Arts, and one, most likely Masud Sabri, at the prestigious medical faculty of the 
Imperial University.?? 


The 1905 Revolution and the Taranchis 


In 1905 a wave of peasant revolts, strikes, and mutinies struck Russia, bringing 
the tsarist monarchy to the brink of collapse. Central Asia, too, saw social demo- 
cratic agitation in its cities and peasant militancy in the countryside, but pri- 
marily among the Russian population. For Muslim society the most significant 
outcome of the revolution was Tsar Nicholas II’s manifesto of October 17 
granting new civil rights to the empire's subjects. Among its consequences in 
Turkistan were the growth of a liberal press and the formation of civic associa- 
tions. A new rhetoric centered on notions of “progress” and "freedom" emerged 
in public discourse, even in distant corners of the empire such as Semi- 
reche. Encouraged by the newfound freedoms, loose networks of Jadidist 
activists sought to implement a more thoroughgoing vision of social reform, 
but these efforts soon ran into opposition from the very people whose finan- 
cial resources they were counting on, highlighting a deep contradiction in 
the Jadidist project. 
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There were by this time inchoate currents of political opposition among 
the Taranchis in Semireche, who resented Vali Bay’s dictatorial position and 
the connivance of local Russian officials in his self-aggrandizement. Some 
historians mention groups of self-styled “progressives” in Vernyi or Pishpek.^? 
In Zharkent itself, such dissidents were known as “short-shirts,” for wearing 
short Russian-style shirts instead of long Taranchi coats. The short-shirts 
were marginal actors and could only resort to the weapons of the weak in 
their struggle against Vali Bay. In the days following the tsar’s manifesto in 
1905, a liberal Russian newspaper described a satirical cartoon that circu- 
lated in Zharkent depicting Vali Bay in a velvet coat; in his right pocket 
sat the district commandant (uwezdnyi nachal'nik), and in his left, the local 
aqsaqal. Both try to climb out, but Vali Bay advises them: “Sit still, our 
pockets are warm, and the procurator’s pockets are cold. If you climb out you'll 
freeze!" ^! 

In January 1906, Gabdurahman Damolla Muhammadi announced his in- 
tention to found an Islamic Society (Jam‘iyyat-i Islamiyya) in Zharkent to 
sponsor educational activities. In collaboration with two outsiders, one a Bashkir 
from the Volga, the other a “Sart” from Kokand, Muhammadi succeeded in 
opening a reading room, and published its constitution as required by law. 
These were modest initiatives, but they had the potential to create a focal point 
for further reformist agitation, something that worried Vali Bay. The entrepre- 
neur had positioned himself as a patron of the New Method and won praise 
for these efforts in the Russian Muslim press.*? Yet this support was centered 
on his mosque and madrasa, and can equally be seen as an effort to position 
himself at the center of intellectual life among the migrant Taranchis. He was 
resolutely hostile to any efforts to create alternative sources of cultural or spiri- 
tual authority in the community. To fend off the threat of Gabdurahman 
Damolla's fledgling Islamic Society, Vali Bay organized a petition to have the 
mudarris two collaborators driven out of town, and the Semireche authorities 
obliged. ^ 

Down but not out, Gabdurahman Damolla now traveled to Vernyi for the 
founding of its Islamic Society. The first meeting of this society was held in the 
citys Tatar neighborhood, and drew up a petition for a new Turkistani spiri- 
tual assembly. The petition was typical of Semireche politics in its sensitivity to 
communal autonomy. The signatories specifically requested that seats on the 
spiritual assembly be allocated to qadis from “each of the Muslim peoples 
(td ifa)” of Turkistan: one each for the Kazakh, Kirghiz, Sart, Qalmaq, Noghay 
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(i.e., Tatar), Taranchi, and Dungan peoples. (This was in contrast to the Tash- 
kent ulama, who called for a spiritual assembly that would represent all 
Turkistani Muslims, “whether they are Sart, Noghay, Kazakh, or Kirghiz.”)® 
Further, they argued that since the Muslims of Semireche “in terms of race ( jins) 
consist of five groups,” each of the Kazakhs, Kirghiz, Taranchis, Sarts, and 
Noghays should be assigned a seat in the new State Duma. 

The idea of shifting the locus of Taranchi spiritual authority away from 
Zharkent was a threat to Vali Bay and his allies, who were unwilling to submit 
to any religious body outside their control. Two weeks later, Vali Bay responded 
by convening his own assembly in Zharkent, summoning local Taranchis, Dun- 
gans, and Kazakhs who had migrated from China. Vali Bay was honorary 
chair of the meeting, with secretaries drawn from leading members of the 
Taranchi ulama. It had recently been announced that Zharkent District would 
be entitled to two seats in the State Duma: one to be elected by the town, the 
other by the countryside. Preempting the elections, the meeting proclaimed Vali 
Bay as Zharkent’s representative to the Duma.*° The resolution of this choreo- 
graphed event was a document that appealed to the distinct historical experi- 
ence of the Xinjiang émigrés to argue for autonomy in religious affairs—not 
from the tsarist administration but from Russian Muslims: “For over two hun- 
dred years under Chinese rule, we Taranchis and Dungans of Semireche Prov- 
ince, and Kazakhs of this province’s Zharkent District, enjoyed the autonomy 
given to us in China in our spiritual affairs, at the head of which we had the 
high religious offices of mufti, qadi, akhund and other figures. . . . Although 
we follow the same religion as the Muslims of the Russian interior, yet over time 
we have established our own traditions, and we differ to some degree from the 
Muslims of Russia as a distinct nationality (natsional'nost').”” 

While the resolution recognized the fact of ethnic difference among the mi- 
grants from China, ethnicity alone was not enough to ward off the centralizing 
initiatives of Russian Muslim activists. Rather, it grounded its argumentation 
in the Qing, and indeed Chinese, origins of this community. As is well known, 
much of the post-1905 agitation among Muslims in Russia invoked the idea of 
the Muslims of Russia as a nation. Here, Vali Bay was countering this with the 
idea of the Muslims of China as a nation. The declaration said in words what 
his mosque said in bricks and mortar: we may be living on Russian soil as 
subjects of the tsar, but our communal and religious norms derive from our 
experience as Qing subjects. It was a strategic invocation of diasporic status in 
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return for the recognition of Vali Bay’s fiefdom at the center of communal 
authority. 

Vali Bay and his critics were now on a collision course. In 1907 the Tash- 
kent Jadidist organ Progress (Taraqqi) printed a scathing public attack on 
him, a letter signed only by “the Taranchis.”“* In it they condemned Vali Bay’s 
manipulation of local elections and accused him of standing in the way of 
progress by closing the Zharkent reading room. Going on, they voiced deeper 
grievances against him: that he had compelled the Taranchis to migrate from 
Ghulja to Semireche for personal gain, and that by colluding with local offi- 
cials to build up his land holdings he had reduced the Taranchis to poverty. 
This was an attack on Vali Bay’s authority without precedent, and when 
Progress hit the streets of Zharkent, Vali Bay ordered the canton head Qayyum 
Beg to buy up all copies of the offending paper. He then summoned the dis- 
trict’s qadis and aqsaqals to a meeting. After a day of deliberation, they decided 
that the authors of the affront were likely to be the short-shirts. They also 
pointed the finger at Mamur Effendi, one of Gabdurahman Damolla’s students, 
who had supported his teacher in 1906 and participated in the Vernyi Islamic 
Society. They decided to drive Mamur out of town and pursue the short-shirts 
with the help of the district commandant, a man whose cooperation could 
be relied upon. According to one account, as accusations flew back and forth 
between 1905 and 1910, as many as forty young Taranchis spent time in the 
local lockup.? Mamur escaped across the border to Ghulja, where he became 
an imam. 

Vali Bay's position seemed as secure as ever. In July 1908, the tsar's inspector, 
Count Pahlen, stopped off in Zharkent during his tour of Turkistan. A group 
of Taranchi petitioners who had a grievance against Vali Bay's subordinates tried 
to appeal directly to the count while he was passing through, but local officials 
persuaded them to delay—lest they spoil the party? Vali Bay received Pahlen 
in grand Oriental fashion in a silk tent on the edge of town, slicing with his 
own knife the choice cuts of a roast sheep for his guest?! Pahlen had little time 
for investigations, making a cursory inspection of the local jail and finding it 
in "perfect" condition before continuing on his way. Perhaps the count was not 
the best person to resolve conflict among the Taranchis anyway. In his mem- 
oirs of the trip, he betrays his ignorance of Semireche's history by describing 
Vali Bay as the "chief of the Taranchi tribe" of Kazakhs. Although he erred in 
equating Vali Bay with the hereditary Chinggisid nobility he had met among 
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the Kazakhs, in terms of his host’s authority within the community, he was not 
far wrong. 


Merchants and Mandarins in Kashgar 


Both Russia and the Qing were undergoing turbulent transitions toward 
constitutional rule in this period, but the process played itself out at a dif- 
ferent pace on each side of the border. In places such as Semireche, where the 
wealthy elite had already positioned themselves on the side of the Jadidist 
discourse of progress, the agitation that surrounded the 1905 revolution brought 
the New Method’s proponents into conflict with its patrons. In Xinjiang, by 
contrast, it was the late-Qing reform process that first created the conditions 
for reform-minded Muslims to extend the Jadidist experiments of the north 
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to the south. From 1907 onward Kashgar became the site of parallel efforts to 
reform traditional pedagogies, both in the Muslim maktab and the Chinese xu- 
etang, and in many ways these were complementary projects. For this reason it is 
important to situate the controversies around the issue of school reform against 
the backdrop of the impact of the Qing New Policies (xinzheng) in Xinjiang. 

The New Policies were a series of initiatives launched by the Qing court in 
its final decade of rule leading toward the promulgation of a draft imperial con- 
stitution. Modernizing Chinese literati and military leaders such as Zhang 
Zhidong and Yuan Shikai provided much of the energy behind these policies. 
In 1902 Zhang set about organizing a modernized “New Army” (xinjun) in the 
province of Hubei, and in 1908 a unit of this Hubei army was transferred to 
the Ili Valley. Zhang was also a driving force in the policy of New Education 
(xinxue), decreed in 1904. The most dramatic consequence of the New Educa- 
tion policy—the abolition of the centuries-old examination system—meant 
little to Xinjiang Muslims. Far more significant was its network of empire-wide 
reformed schools, which introduced a scientific curriculum to the traditional, 
and highly unpopular, Confucian xuetang. These xuetang reached the province 
in 1907, to be directed by the newly created provincial superintendent of schools. 
Meanwhile, the adoption of a Qing constitution in 1908, and with it a blueprint 
for a national consultative assembly, led to the establishment of a preparatory 
office for a provincial consultative bureau (zżyiju) in Ürümchi. Elsewhere in the 
province, the principle of local self-government (difang zizhi) informed efforts 
to increase the involvement of local elites in policy initiatives. Despite serious 
funding shortfalls, officials in Xinjiang tried to act according to the spirit, if not 
the letter, of the New Policy decrees that reached them. 

Local fiscal autonomy and the practice of tax farming deepened the rela- 
tionship between local elites and Qing officials. In particular, the imposition 
of the /ijin (domestic transit duty) created opportunities for merchants to work 
with the local bureaucracy to meet its budgetary needs. As discussed in Chapter 2, 
Liu Jintang had abolished the Xinjiang /ijin for fear of pushing locals into se- 
curing Russian subjecthood, but in the wake of the crushing Boxer indemnity 
of 1901 Beijing’s subsidies to Xinjiang plummeted, and the province had no 
choice but to revive it. Qing officials in Kashgar were still wary of any policies 
that might push locals into the arms of the aqsaqals, though, and initially resisted 
its reintroduction. While /ijin bureaus sprang up throughout the rest of Xinjiang, 
the Kashgar circuit tried to meet the local financial shortfall by increasing the 
levy on passports for travel to Russia and through a straightforward toll on pack 
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The Xinjiang Provincial Consultative Bureau, Ürümchi, 1910. (Photograph by 
George E. Morrison. State Library of New South Wales [1010033].) 


animals leaving Chinese territory—a toll that would apply equally to Russian 
caravans. After two years of experimentation this approach proved ineffective and 
lijin duties were reimposed. Unlike elsewhere in the province, however, /ijin col- 
lection was presented to local merchants as a tax-farming opportunity. 

Akhun Bay and his sons, Karim and Umar, still dominated the Old City of 
Kashgar. The Akhunbayevs dealt primarily in wool and cotton, both of which 
were enjoying strong worldwide demand at the turn of the century. Drawing 
on a network of buyers stationed throughout the south of Xinjiang, they sourced 
wool from Kirghiz pastoralists and cotton from the local peasantry. In Kashgar, 
the produce was packed and loaded onto caravans to Issiq Kól and then shipped 
by boat and railroad to Russia, usually headed for the trading fairs of Irbit in 
Siberia or Nizhnii Novgorod, halfway between Kazan and Moscow.” It was 
Umar Akhunbayev who bought the /ijin contract for the Kashgar circuit, 
pledging fixed sums for each of the main trading towns, from the wealthy en- 
trepóts of Kashgar (16,000 taels annually), Khotan (15,000) and Yarkand 
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(14,000), to the small bazaars of Yengisar (3,000) and Maralbeshi (2,000). 
Contracting out the /ijin was not only a good source of income for the Kash- 
gari bays, it also put them in a strong position in relation to Qing officials, who 
depended on them for their salaries. The Akhunbayevs cultivated good relations 
with both Qing and Russian officialdom, regularly wining and dining the cir- 
cuit commissioner and the consul. 

Tash Akhun, a wealthy native of Artush, offers a second example of how 
partnering with Chinese officialdom could be the secret to success in this pe- 
riod. Sent to Russia by Kashgar circuit commissioner Yuan Hongyou (1841— 
1912) to obtain machinery to modernize the Kashgar mint, Tash Akhun took 
advantage of his trip to familiarize himself with the latest dying techniques, 
with an eye to improving the quality of his sargaz—a local textile. Returning 
to Xinjiang he set up production in secret, and before long a new and improved 
“Tash Akhun sargaz” burst onto the Kashgar market. The entrepreneur soon 
found his product in demand in bazaars beyond Kashgar and became the 
region’s main supplier of cloth for men’s robes, undercutting the fashionable 
Russian textiles that were encroaching on the market. As the Russian consul put 
it in 1908, “now even commoners, town-dwellers mostly, have the ability to dress 
almost as elegantly in cloth of local production as in cheap Russian cottons, but 
much more inexpensively.” Tash Akhun remained on good terms with the cir- 
cuit commissioner, and in August 1909 he was appointed beg of Artush.>° 

Kashgar’s Old City merchantry and those from neighboring Artush were 
natural rivals. The former controlled the district’s largest bazaar, with tens of 
thousands flocking to it on market days. The latter sat astride the Naryn—Issiq 
Köl trade route to Russia, the main outlet for Kashgar's exports. Competition 
between the two factions intensified in 1905, when the Musabayevs returned 
to Kashgar and tried to carve out a niche in local trade with Russia. The new 
arrivals made a splash by offering local sellers a higher price for their wool, 
sparking a bidding war with the Akhunbayevs. The Kashgaris responded to this 
threat by swearing before the town’s qadis to exclude the Artush outsiders from 
the Kashgar bazaar. In the end, though, the Kashgaris decided not to ban their 
competitors, for fear that the Artush merchantry might in retaliation block their 
caravan traffic heading to Russia. To avert an all-out trade war between the 
neighboring towns, the two parties negotiated a truce by fixing a price for wool. 
For the time being, the Musabayevs conceded the popular Naryn-Issiq Köl 
trade route to the Akhunbayevs and instead shipped their goods over the 
Irkeshtam pass to the Ferghana Valley and by train to Tashkent$ 


104 Uyghur Nation 


The division of the local merchantry into oasis-based factions and family 
units ran counter to the direction of late-Qing economic reforms, which en- 
couraged the pooling of capital and the formation of companies under official 
oversight—a model summed up in the formula: “officials supervise and mer- 
chants manage" (guandu shangban). Kashgar officials did what they could to 
resolve the conflict between the Akhunbayevs and Musabayevs, although 
without great success. At a dinner in 1907, held by Yuan Hongyou to welcome 
Husayn Musabayev back from the hajj, Yuan urged Husayn and Karim Akh- 
unbayev to cooperate in developing the circuit and proposed the formation of 
a joint-stock company to exploit local mineral resources—particularly gold de- 
posits around Khotan. The circuit commissioner stumped up the first ten 
thousand taels and offered to create a cheap supply of labor for the company by 
halting the seasonal labor migration to Russia. In the end the company raised 
only twelve thousand taels, but it was enough to build a meeting hall and hire 
a Russian engineer to scout mineral deposits in the Khotan and Turfan areas, 
recruited through the Musabayev network in Russia. The following year, in 
response to decrees encouraging local self-government, Yuan Hongyou tried to 
form a municipal council, hoping to enlist the aid of Kashgar’s bays in the various 
New Policy projects that the Qing court required of him. The British consul 
called it an “advisory council,” corresponding to the Chinese nisihui, but locals 
drew on a Russian analogy and referred to it as the “Kashgar Duma.” Rather 
than hold elections, Yuan simply instructed the wealthy traders to choose twenty 
members and singled out Husayn Musabayev as his preferred chairman? 

Yet given the rivalry between the Musabayevs and the Akhunbayevs, such 
collaborations were unlikely to last long. At the same time as he was trying to 
set up the Kashgar Duma, the circuit commissioner was overseeing the intro- 
duction of a new simplified scale of /ijin collection, which provided new grounds 
for competition between the Kashgar and Artush factions. Having sold off the 
lijin to the Akhunbayevs, Yuan lacked reliable figures for the scale of trade in 
his circuit, and /ijin income in Kashgar had gradually declined. By 1908, the 
Kashgar /ijin contract had dropped to 200 yuanbao (10,000 taels). Spying an 
opportunity, the Musabayevs launched a bid to wrest the /ijin collection from 
the Akhunbayevs, offering Yuan 300 yuanbao annually. The bid backfired, 
though, by indicating to the circuit commissioner the true value of commerce 
in his circuit. Instead of playing one faction off against another, Yuan decided to 
place control of the /ijin back in the hands of Chinese customs officials, along 
the lines of Xinjiang’s other circuits. In September 1908 the customs duties more 
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than doubled, from 3 percent to 6.5 percent, drawing an angry response from 
Kashgar’s shopkeepers, who shut their doors indefinitely.” In such a climate, it 
is not surprising that Yuan Hongyou’s joint-stock company and the Kashgar 
Duma both failed to get off the ground. 


Shami Damolla and the Maktab Question 
in Kashgar 


Establishing a Jadidist school in Kashgar was not likely to be as easy as it had 
been in Ghulja. In Kashgar, in contrast to Xinjiang’s north, there was a net- 
work of madrasas that underpinned the authority of the local ulama, whose 
views on the new schools would carry weight. The peripatetic Tatar school- 
teachers who had been hired in the virgin lands of northern Xinjiang could not 
easily find sponsors in Kashgar or Yarkand, where the authority to teach was 
acquired in long-standing circuits of training that might extend to Bukhara or 
Istanbul, but not to Kazan. Given the serious commercial rivalry that the Musa- 
bayevs’ return from Ghulja to Kashgar ignited between the Kashgar and Artush 
merchantry, furthermore, it is not hard to see how the move might also provoke 
a cultural clash between the two factions. 

In 1907, Husayn Musabayev started holding informal gatherings in Kashgar 
toward the formation of a charitable society, hoping to raise funds for New 
Method schools similar to those the family had established in Ghulja.9? British 
consul George Macartney looked positively on the initiative: “it promises to 
become the Muhammadan rallying point in these parts.”®! In this project Hu- 
sayn Musabayev teamed up with an Ottoman Arab, Said b. Muhammad 
al-Asali (1870—?), who was known in Xinjiang as Shami (“The Syrian”) Damolla. 
Shami Damolla was linked to Salafist circles in the Ottoman Empire and India, 
and was not a product of the Jadidist tradition. Originally from (Syrian) Tripoli 
in the Ottoman Empire, he gained his theological training in the madrasas of 
north India in the 1890s and for a while taught Arabic at an elite Muslim school 
in Hyderabad. At the turn of the century he returned to Istanbul, where for a 
few months he served as editor of the Arabic-language edition of the journal 
Information (Malumat). Soon, though, the publication and those associated with 
it found themselves the victim of Sultan Abdulhamid’s crackdown on press 
freedom, and Shami Damolla went into exile. He headed first to Egypt and 
then in 1901 traveled via India to Xinjiang. On this first sojourn in the prov- 
ince he seems to have kept a relatively low profile, running a private hadith 
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class in Kashgar. It was on his second trip in 1907 that he found the confidence 
to pronounce on religious orthodoxy and promote his preferred version of mod- 
ernized Islam. 

These first steps toward maktab reform among Muslims in Kashgar coin- 
cided with the Qing policy of New Education, which also reached Kashgar in 
1907. To many locals the two projects must have looked very similar, which 
raised the question of the relationship between them. While the new xuetang 
were in theory compulsory, they were hamstrung by a serious lack of funding 
and would inevitably depend on men such as the Akhunbayevs and Musabayevs 
for financial support. Xinjiang’s provincial superintendent of schools, Du-tong 
(1864-1929), himself a Manchu, was not opposed to admitting Muslim teachers 
to the reformed xuetang. Indeed, he recognized that having Muslims teach Mus- 
lims was in many ways preferable to dispatching Chinese instructors to the 
south of Xinjiang.? Kashmir circuit commissioner Yuan Hongyou seems to 
have held the same opinion, and instead of competing with the maktab re- 
formers, he came out in support of Husayn Musabayev's society and trans- 
ferred to its control a local xwetang that took Muslim students. 

This was a promising beginning, but there was trouble brewing. While he 
found the Musabayevs receptive to his views, Shami Damolla also made ene- 
mies in Kashgar with his frank criticism of local standards of learning. In meet- 
ings with the Russian consul he freely vented his frustration with the Kashgari 
ulama.® Early in 1908 he upbraided the locals publicly in a speech in Kash- 
gars main Idgah Mosque on the need for school reform. Before he had finished, 
one of Umar Akhunbayev's men jumped up and shouted him down, causing a 
scandal that went all the way to the circuit commissioner's desk. Reviewing the 
case, Yuan sided with the Musabayevs and sacked the chief qadi of Kashgar, a 
close associate of the Akhunbayevs.6ó 

No doubt there was some doctrinal dimension to this conflict. The local 
ulama were predominantly members of the Naqshbandi Sufi brotherhood, a 
mystical current in Islam whose practices were at odds with Shami Damolla’s 
hadith-centered spirituality. Yet we can well imagine how many Kashgar Mus- 
lims must have perceived the situation at this point: the cosmopolitan Musa- 
bayevs had teamed up with a dubious exile from Ottoman lands, who was seen 
hobnobbing with the Russian consul and the Kashgar circuit commissioner, to 
bring down the chief qadi of Kashgar. From this point onward, Old City sym- 
pathy for the Musabayev charitable society quickly dried up. According to the 
Russian consul, when members realized how much money would be required 
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to maintain the new schools, interest in the project faltered, and the conflict 
with the Akhunbayevs effectively killed it off. In 1909, the acting British consul 
found that the Musabayev initiative had left little trace in Kashgar society: 
“with the exception of a few of the better read, nobody has ever heard of the 
‘Jamait-i-Kharia’ [sic] of Kazan, and there are no ideas of inaugurating a similar 
institution in Kashgar."* The Musabayevs retreated to their hometown of 
Artush, where they established a small New Method school and imported a set 
of textbooks from a Tatar publishing house in Kazan. 

As maktab reform ran into difficulties in Kashgar, the New Education xue- 
tang stumbled on. To attract donors, Qing officials promised to create space 
for Islamic instruction in the xuetang, and in 1909 Husayn Musabayev and 
Umar Akhunbayev contributed three thousand taels each to local xuetangs, with 
another five thousand raised among the rest of the Kashgar merchantry.°* Strat- 
egies to meet the funding gap elsewhere in Xinjiang proved less successful. In 
Khotan officials imposed a new levy on births and deaths, something unknown 
in Islamic tradition. Khotan's chief qadi lent the policy religious sanction, but 
other mullas in Khotan issued a fatwa countering his views and denouncing him 
as an infidel. Officials further antagonized locals by forcing them to donate 
building materials for the new schools. Worried by these trends, the British 
consul in Kashgar informed the authorities in Ürümchi, who dispatched two 
envoys on a fact-finding mission to the south. The trip led to a modification of 
the xuetang: respected mullas would now teach alongside Chinese instructors. 
Kashgar officials sought to build on this compromise and consulted the chief qadi 
on the possibility of allowing Chinese to teach in Muslim schools, thereby merging 
the maktab and xuetang. The chief qadi raised no objection to this, but when the 
plan was announced a mob assaulted him and stripped him of his seals.”° 

Having failed in his efforts to win the Kashgaris to his vision of progress, 
Shami Damolla headed north, continuing to inveigh against local distortions 
of the sharia. Evidently troubled by the pervasive custom of shrine worship, 
he penned a critique of the legend surrounding one of Xinjiang’s holiest shrines, 
that of the Seven Sleepers in Tuyuq, east of Turfan.” Shami Damolla’s criti- 
cism was convincing enough for one local historian, Mulla Musa Sayrami, to 
include it in his work on the history of Xinjiang.” The Ottoman made a posi- 
tive impression elsewhere too. On visits to Tarbaghatay he met the Russian 
Muslim imam Qurbangali Khalidi, who accorded him a brief mention in the 
biographical dictionary he was compiling, describing him as *a great man, 
learned and erudite"? 
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While passing through Kucha, Shami Damolla encountered the Japanese 
officer Hino Tsuyoshi, who invited him to visit Japan. A journey to the Far East 
was still Shami Damolla’s intention when he met the Russian consul in Uriimchi, 
but at some point he changed course and returned to Anatolia via Russian 
Turkistan, making a pilgrimage to the shrine of the hadith scholar Imam al- 
Bukhari along the way.” Political change in Istanbul was probably what drew 
Shami Damolla back to the Ottoman capital. In 1908 the Young Turks had 
forced Sultan Abdulhamid to reinstate the Ottoman constitution and relinquish 
his authority, before deposing him in 1909. The turn of events must have come 
as a relief to Shami Damolla, even though the westernizing Young Turks were 
hardly likely to welcome back the exiled Arab theologian with open arms. These 
political sensitivities may help to explain why when Shami Damolla arrived in 
Istanbul he introduced himself as a representative of the Muslims of Chinese 
Turkistan—Kashgar’s sheikh ül-Islam no less. The presence of this well-traveled 
theologian excited local religious circles, and the editors of the Islamist monthly 
Explication of Truth (Beyan'il-Hak) published a speech that he delivered in the 
capital, in which he praised the Guangxu emperor’s dedication to the cause of 
educational reform." Sultan Mehmed Reshad (r. 1909—1918) received the visitor 
with great respect, granting the Muslims of Kashgar a strand of the Prophet 
Muhammad’s beard and a collection of religious texts. 

Yet Shami Damolla’s triumphant return to the Abode of the Caliphate was 
to be short-lived. At some point a Kashgari in Istanbul denounced him as a 
fraud, and he was again expelled from Ottoman territory.” Now doubly per- 
sona non grata in Ottoman domains, Shami Damolla made his way back to 
Xinjiang. Arriving in Kashgar in early 1911, he fired a parting shot at his ene- 
mies in the form of a letter to the sultan, signed by a hundred and sixty-five 
local Muslims, refuting the accusations against him. The letter indicates that 
Shami Damolla's claim in Istanbul—that he was there as a representative of 
the Kashgaris—was not entirely groundless. Thanking the court for its gifts, 
they explained that “in 1910 we sent Mavlana Sayyid Shami Damolla as our 
plenipotentiary representative to the Holy Kingdom. . . . We have greatly ben- 
efited from his teaching, and honestly consider him a progressive member of 
society. Recently we hear that a reckless group has made accusations against 
him. We sincerely hope you will not believe this wild talk."/7 Lacking alterna- 
tive means to support himself, Shami Damolla continued to court controversy 
in Xinjiang by collecting donations for the Ottomans.” In 1913, a party of 
Arabs informed on him to local officials, who seized the funds he had raised, as 
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well as the strand of the prophet’s beard he had brought back from Istanbul. In 
response, Shami Damolla’s friends wrote once more to the Ottoman sultan, 
asking him to request the Russian consul to intervene in the affair. Shami 
Damolla, they explained, “is a great and learned man. For fifteen years he has 
been spreading knowledge in our land, and is much loved by all.” 

It is difficult to say how much these letters represent Shami Damolla’s 
ventriloquism and how much the genuine voice of the Kashgar community. 
Subsequent Turkish visitors to Xinjiang dismissed Shami Damolla as a char- 
latan cashing in on Ottoman prestige for his own benefit, but there is no 
doubt that he enjoyed a degree of local support. What this episode shows is 
that links between Kashgar and Istanbul relied on the initiative of indi- 
viduals of various backgrounds and political outlooks, and that ructions in 
Ottoman politics would make themselves felt as far away as China. The reli- 
gious opposition to the Young Turks, embodied by Shami Damolla, could 
certainly still obtain a hearing among the Muslims of China by tapping into 
their deep respect for Ottoman religiosity and its symbols. The question to 
be asked now was whether or not his Young Turk detractors, who had driven 
him out of Istanbul, would find a similarly warm reception in Xinjiang for 


their views. 


A Kashgari Jadidist: Abdulqadir Damolla 


‘The story so far has centered on patrons rather than the patronized, and we have 
seen few examples of native Kashgari Jadidists. Abdulqadir Damolla, a native 
of Artush, is one man who does qualify for this category. After schooling in 
Kashgar, Abdulqadir headed first to the madrasas of Kokand before enrolling 
in studies in Bukhara in 1891, where he remained for eight years. By his own 
account, he studied there the works of classical scholars such as Ibn Taymiyya 
and Ibn Qayyum and those of modernists such as Jamaluddin Afghani and 
Muhammad Abduh. That is to say, he became acquainted with reformist 
thinking in its Bukharan variety. After returning to Kashgar he left once more 
in 1906 as a pilgrim to Mecca, stopping off in Cairo for a visit to the al-Azhar, 
center of theological study in the Islamic world. It was at the end of this trip 
that he started publishing a series of textbooks for the New Method maktab. 
The first of these was a primer of Arabic, The Key to Literacy in Arabic Compre- 
hension, the second a religious manual, Jewels of Certitude.9? His works did not 
go unnoticed in Russian Muslim intellectual circles. So impressed was one 
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reader that he doubted that the author could really have acquired such good 
Arabic in a Bukharan madrasa. Sabirjan Shakirjanov, a Bashkir schoolteacher, 
met Abdulqadir while he was passing through Vernyi and assumed that he was 
a Syrian or Egyptian scholar.?! Such was the view among Russian Muslims of 
the state of learning in Bukhara (and by extension in Kashgar). 

From Russian Turkistan, Abdulqadir headed via Vernyi to Ghulja at the in- 
vitation of the Musabayevs, who continued to profit from late-Qing reform 
initiatives that drew officials and local entrepreneurs into collaboration. The ar- 
rival of the New Army in 1908 had given a boost to local industry. To meet the 
New Army's requirements for leather goods, and to compete with the Russians, 
the Ili military governor Chang-geng founded the Leather and Wool Company 
(pimao gongsi), a joint-stock company with shares held by Chang-geng himself, 
and Ilis Mongol and Manchu banner officers.? The Leather and Wool Com- 
pany went into partnership with the Musabayevs, investing 400,000 taels to 
reorganize their leatherworks as the Ili Leather Company (Yili zhige gongsi), with 
Bahauddin traveling to Germany to purchase new equipment and recruit an 
engineer.? In the first year of the new enterprise, the Musabayevs received 
an order for two thousand boots for the New Army, increasing to five thousand 
in 1909.84 Chang-geng also ordered saddles and purchased cloth for uniforms 
from the factory. 

Things were still looking up for Jadidists in Ghulja. On his way through, 
Abdulqadir Damolla took part in the activities of a charitable society in Suiding 
called the Service of the Religion (khidmat-i din), and one in Ghulja calling 
itself the Islamic Progress Society.5? Apart from the strength of the Tatar dias- 
pora, the other reason why Ghulja remained a conducive climate for such 
activities was that it was now the stronghold of Chinese Republicanism in 
Xinjiang. The head of the local New Army, Yang Zuanxu, was a revolutionary 
officer from Wuchang in Hubei, and since his arrival in 1908 he had launched a 
number of radical cultural initiatives, including Xinjiang’s first Chinese-language 
newspaper, the Mi Vernacular News (Yili Baihua Bao), which commenced 
publication in 1910. One of Abdulqadir Damolla's collaborators in the Islamic 
Progress society, a local Tatar named Abdulqayyum Hifzi, edited a Muslim 
edition of Yang Zuanxu's Republican flagship, which was called the [di Provin- 
cial News UD Vilayatining Gazeti), and might well be considered as Xinjiang’s 
first Jadidist periodical.9ó 

The Mi Provincial News was a handwritten, biweekly lithograph, in a lan- 
guage somewhere “between Kazakh and Kashgari” according to one account. 
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Coming at a time when the press in Russian Turkistan had been all but shut 
down, the A Provincial News was welcomed by Tatar newspapers such as Time 
and The Interpreter, which printed excerpts from its more noteworthy articles. 
While drawing on translations from the Chinese edition, it also included its 
own editorials, which promoted New Method schooling and mourned the 
lack of benevolent societies and libraries in Xinjiang.?/ The editors believed that 
Chinese policy was much more supportive of educational reform than was 
Russian. Veering into political territory that censors in Russia would not permit, 
the Mi Provincial News denounced imperialist aggression against Muslims and 
the Yellow Race, which included both Turks and the Chinese. On the basis 
of this racial unity, the diverse population of Xinjiang was encouraged to unite 
against “pan-Christianism” and “pan-Europeanism,” and dedicate themselves 
to science and education. The fourth issue quoted a hadith commonly invoked 
in the Islamic world, “love for the homeland is part of faith,” to recommend a 
patriotic stance toward China among its Muslim readers.’ 

Yet all was not as encouraging as it seemed in Ghulja. As was the case else- 
where in China, progressive initiatives on the eve of the 1911 revolution ran up 
against an indifferent public and an increasingly paranoid Qing court. From 
mid-1911 onward the court consolidated itself around a new, Manchu-dominated 
cabinet, which was enough to convince many anti-Qing radicals of the need 
for immediate action. This last-gasp recentralization of Manchu authority 
found its reflection in Xinjiang when the relatively popular Ili military governor, 
a Mongol by the name of Guang-fu, was replaced by a Manchu aristocrat, Zhi-rui, 
a cousin of two of the Guangxu emperor’s concubines. Zhi-rui's appointment 
was a blow for local republicans, and he clashed almost immediately with Yang 
Zuanxu by withholding salaries for the New Army troops. Zhi-rui was equally 
hostile to reformist elements among local Muslims, and he responded to the 
complaints of local imams by shutting down Masum Effendi’s Jadidist school. 
Around the same time, a lack of funds forced the A Provincial News to close, 
and no new publication stepped into the breach.9? 

With a showdown looming in the Ili Valley, Abdulqadir Damolla set out 
for Kashgar. In traveling south he was stepping into an environment that was 
no less fractious than Ghulja. Yet Abdulqadir Damolla was a local, and his 
Bukharan brand of Jadidism was much less threatening to Kashgar’s Old City 
elite than was Shami Damolla’s schismatic Salafism. For these reasons, Umar 
Akhunbayev proved receptive upon Abdulqadir Damolla’s arrival in Kashgar, 
and the Akhunbayevs were among those who paid for Abdulqadir's next 
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publications, a series of short handbooks covering the basic tenets of Islam, 
and Turki orthography, printed in Kazan in 1911—1912.?? The Akhunbayevs’ 
support for Abdulgadir Damolla shows that it would be wrong to depict cul- 
tural politics in Kashgar in black-and-white terms, pitting the progressive 
Jadidist Musabayevs against the reactionary anti-Jadidist Akhunbayevs. In 
lending his name and resources to Abdulqadir's curriculum, Umar Akhun- 
bayev proved himself willing to support a version of reformed schooling, so 
long as those schools did not threaten his communal authority or financial in- 
terests?! In 1912, Abdulqadir Damolla succeeded in opening the first New 
Method school in the Old City of Kashgar. It enrolled its first students just as 
the revolution that toppled the Qing was spreading to the south of Xinjiang. 


Although the first decade of the twentieth century in Xinjiang was witness to 
a new ethos of reform, when viewed collectively the initiatives described here 
call into question the idea of Jadidism in Xinjiang as a well-defined intellectual 
movement. While the Ili Valley experiment initially relied on Tatar links to the 
centers of Russian Jadidism, Istanbul clearly offered the more attractive model 
for the Musabayevs, whose own prestige was enhanced by contact with the Ot- 
toman court. Yet it is telling that these same Jadidist patrons were equally 
willing to collaborate with Shami Damolla, an Arab critic of the Ottoman sultan 
educated in the madrasas of India. While Russian Jadidism is often described 
as motivated by a desire to desacralize and secularize primary education, Shami 
Damolla's activities in Kashgar show that the impetus for reform in Xinjiang 
was equally linked to scripturalist and revivalist currents of Islam that were cir- 
culating across Eurasia in this period; or indeed, that the line between Jadidism 
and such currents was not as distinct as it may look to scholars today. Mean- 
while, Abdulqadir Damolla seems to conform to a distinctly Turkistani model 
of Jadidism, and his limited success built on the prestige of the traditional 
Kashgar-Bukhara axis. 

Early reform efforts in Xinjiang floundered from skepticism and disinterest 
as much as from outright opposition, and in the end, none of these initiatives 
achieved the desired results. The late Qing environment placed local Muslim 
society in something of a paradoxical situation. On the one hand, the weak- 
ness of the Qing administration in Xinjiang, the province's porous borders, and 
the relative disinterest among local officials in issues of religion, made it a space 
where cultural trends from the rest of the Islamic world could penetrate easily. 
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‘The expectations of public loyalty that the Qing required of local Muslims sat 
easily with expressions of pious devotion to the Ottoman caliph, and the state’s 
dire fiscal condition meant that policy directives from Beijing would necessarily 
be tailored to the interests of the province’s Muslim elite or else remain a dead 
letter. To those looking on, therefore, Qing China seemed to offer the communal 
autonomy that still eluded Russian Muslims post-1905. “Although Chinese 
and Manchus are in charge of the government,” wrote one Tatar from Ghulja 
in 1906, “in matters of religion and education there is complete freedom."?? 
Yet for precisely the same reasons, it was wrong to expect that local Muslims 
would be politicized in the same way, and to the same degree, as the Muslims 
of Russia, and that they would rush to avail themselves of this freedom in the 
way Tatars or Ottoman Muslims hoped. Tatar praise for the benevolence of 
Chinese officialdom could quickly turn into sharp criticism of the benighted 
locals, but Kashgaris were entitled to ask: What did Russian Muslims have to 
show for their much-vaunted New Method? 

We have seen here that Muslims from Xinjiang, when moving across im- 
perial boundaries, freely drew on the notion of the Muslims of China as a 
distinct entity. In petitions for the sultan’s beneficence, Kashgaris in Istanbul 
announced themselves as belonging to the community of Muslims of “Chi- 
nese Turkistan,” or simply of China. The absence of formal Ottoman-Qing ties 
only increased the incentive for Muslims to present themselves as in some way 
representative of this remote and little known Muslim community—as men 
such as Shami Damolla well knew. Among the Taranchis in Russia political 
and social conditions were different. Yet here too, a quarter of a century since 
the migration to Semireche, a sense of a distinctly Qing Muslim community 
was alive and well. It was represented in Vali Bay’s mosque and in his bold 
declaration that he would represent the Qing émigrés at the forthcoming 
Duma. In Semireche, though, the concept meant something different than it 
did for Kashgaris abroad. For the Taranchis, the link to the Qing was a legacy 
of the past, not a description of the present. Vali Bay invoked his community’s 
Qing origins, not as way to present the Muslims of China to the world, but to 
keep the outside world at bay. 


The End of Empire and the Racial Turn 


he Muslims of Xinjiang were on the margins of, but nevertheless impli- 

cated in, two cataclysms at the opposite ends of Eurasia in the early twen- 
tieth century: the 1911-1912 Xinhai revolution that dethroned the Manchu 
dynasty in China; and the First World War. The fall of the Qing naturally raised 
the question of the status of Xinjiang, a far-flung frontier region home to very 
few Chinese. In contrast to the Qing Empire’s Mongols and Tibetans, though, 
Muslims did not greet the new Chinese Republic with calls for native sover- 
eignty. Indeed, in the years following Xinhai there were points at which the 
province’s elite proved themselves willing collaborators with Chinese Republi- 
cans, and in some places the fall of the Qing prompted renewed efforts to re- 
start a faltering reform program. Yet the preferred modus operandi among the 
Kashgaris, the importation of Ottoman expertise, eventually ran afoul of the 
changing international and domestic circumstances. Given the province’s links 
to both Russia and the Ottoman Empire, Russian eyes in Xinjiang grew increas- 
ingly wary as the Balkan Wars of 1912-1913 evolved into the global conflict of 
1914. The outbreak of war coincided with the defeat of the Chinese Republicans 
in Xinjiang and the emergence of Yang Zengxin (1864-1928) and his anti- 
revolutionary regime in Uriimchi. 

If the preceding period can be described as one in which political discus- 
sion was framed by notions of Islamic community and imperial subjecthood, 
these years saw the crystallization of new racial discourses on the Muslims of 
Xinjiang. In China, the republic declared the Muslims to be one of the nation’s 
five constituent races (along with the Manchus, Mongols, Tibetans, and Chi- 
nese) and promised a new era of “five races in harmony” (wuzu gonghe). This 
did not go unnoticed by the empire’s Muslims, and there were efforts by both 
Chinese-speaking Muslims and Kashgaris to invoke this slogan as grounds for 
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greater support, or even political autonomy. It was racial thinking from the 
West, though, as filtered through the diaspora of Chinese Muslims in both 
Russia and Istanbul, that had the most significant impact in this period. The 
Ottoman Empire’s wartime shift to a Turkist, as opposed to Ottomanist or 
Islamist, public presentation was one side of this process. The other was a 
growing interest in narratives of Turkic identity among the Muslims of Russia. 
These two trends had much in common, but while the first took pan-Turkic 
solidarity as its primary goal, the second was utilized in providing distinct na- 
tional histories for the Turkic-speaking peoples of Russia. As a community with 
a diaspora in both Ottoman and Russian territory, the Muslims of Chinese 
Turkistan found a place for themselves in both discourses. 


The Xinhai Revolution in Xinjiang 


The 1911-1912 Xinhai Revolution, which led to the fall of the Qing and the 
establishment of the Chinese Republic, came late to China's northwest. The first 
uprisings in Xinjiang broke out at the very end of 1911, while negotiations be- 
tween the Chinese Republicans and the Qing court were already under way to 
the east. Having been betrayed to Governor Yuan Dahua, conspiring soldiers 
in Ürümchi launched a precipitous mutiny on the night of December 28, 1911, 
which the loyal majority of the local Qing garrison put down. The governor's 
reprisals were swift, summarily executing some hundred Hunanese officers and 
soldiers suspected of revolutionary sympathies. This act made Yuan, a native of 
Anhui province, immensely unpopular with Xinjiang's Hunanese faction, who 
were still a force to be reckoned with since Zuo Zongtang had won back Xin- 
jiang for the Qing in the 1870s. 

In Ili, a territorial unit still administered separately from Xinjiang, the Re- 
publicans had better prospects. There, Revolutionary Alliance member Yang 
Zuanxu stood at the head of the well-drilled New Army troops. On January 7, 
ten days after the failed Ürümchi mutiny, Yang and other revolutionaries in Ili 
led a better-organized uprising that succeeded in capturing and killing Mili- 
tary Governor Zhi-rui and proclaimed a Xinjiang-Ili Commandery (Xin-Yi Da 
Dudufu) loyal to the Chinese Republic. To win the confidence of Ili’s holdout 
Manchu garrisons, the new regime brought Zhi-Rui's predecessor, the Mongol 
Guang-fu, out of retirement as its figurehead. Other sections of Ili’s multina- 
tional elite were incorporated into the regime too. Soon after the establishment 
of the Xinjiang-Ili Commandery, Guang-fu appointed Bahauddin Musabayev 
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‘The New Army in Huiyuan (Xincheng), 1910. (Photograph by George E. Morrison. 
State Library of New South Wales [1006006].) 


as the regime’s industrial consultant and commissioned the Musabayev leather- 
works to outfit its new Citizens’ Army (Minjun). On Yang Zuanxu’s first 
official visit to Ghulja in March 1912, the Musabayevs hosted a reception in 
his honor.’ 

Before it had time to consolidate itself, Qing loyalists in Ürümchi mobi- 
lized against the Xinjiang-Ili Commandery. Throughout the first half of 
1912, fighting between the two sides raged along the northern flank of the 
Tianshan, until pressure from Beijing compelled the warring parties to com- 
mence negotiations. South of the mountains, disaffected Chinese soldiers and 
secret-society members continued to run riot, carrying out a campaign of terror 
against Qing officials. Much of this was the work of the Gelaohui (Brothers 
and Elders Society), an empire-wide secret society that was first brought to 
Xinjiang by Zuo Zongtang’s Hunanese army. The Gelaohui now included mi- 
grants from Shaanxi and Gansu among its ranks and was not exclusively Chinese 
in composition. The society’s brief moment in the sun introduced elements of 
popular democracy to Xinjiang, including elections for county magistrates. The 
lifeless Kashgar Duma finally became the scene of genuine political debate, 
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when Gelaohui members occupied it and used it as a forum for revolutionary 
anti-Qing oratory.” 

The outbreak of the anti-Qing revolution in China was followed enthusias- 
tically in the Russian Muslim press. Ismail Gasprinskii dedicated a front page 
of The Interpreter to celebrating the fall of the Manchus: “China has come to 
life!” he announced joyfully? Soon, though, this press was noting troubling re- 
ports from Ghulja that Muslims in the south were opposed to the republic and 
had proclaimed a new khan of Kashgar.‘ This talk of restorationist sentiment 
among Xinjiang’s Muslims disturbed Gasprinskii: “[we hear that] Muslims in 
the Kashgar and Ghulja regions are inclined against the system of a republic 
and wish for the return of the Manchu dynasty. If this is so then they are acting 
incorrectly"? Such rumors that China's Muslims supported the return of the 
Qing dynasty or would follow Mongolia and secede from the new Chinese 
nation thrived in the uncertainty of the republic’s first days. Early in 1912, 
word reached the British consul in Kashgar of a Muslim uprising in Gansu 
aimed at establishing a son of the Manchu prince Duan (1856-1922) at the 
head of an independent “Great Western Kingdom,” made up of the predomi- 
nantly Muslim provinces of Shaanxi, Gansu, and Xinjiang. Another version 
of this rumor held that Prince Duan had already seized Xi'an and proclaimed 
himself emperor.° 

The plots were simply rumors, but it is true that there was opposition to the 
revolution on the Qing periphery. Jadidist commentators such as Gasprinskii 
either failed, or were unwilling, to see that the rising tide of Chinese nation- 
alism did not necessarily bode well for the rest of China’s five races. By siding 
with the Chinese Republicans in the name of constitutional reform, Jadidists 
such as Gasprinskii were promoting a strategy that, if successful, would inevi- 
tably lead to the strengthening of minority Chinese rule in multiethnic terri- 
tories such as Xinjiang, which from the perspective of Xinjiang’s majority 
non-Chinese population might well be seen as disastrous. For all the Republi- 
cans’ talk of “five races in harmony,” the victory of the revolutionaries in Ili 
greatly disquieted the local garrison communities who stood to lose most from 
the fall of the Qing, and many looked nervously for fallback plans. Two weeks 
after the New Army mutiny, a delegation representing Ili’s Sibe bannermen 
slipped into Russian territory seeking refuge from an anticipated anti-Manchu 
pogrom. Before long, fighting broke out between the Republican militia and the 
Chahar Mongols who resided to Ili's north. The clash resulted in hundreds of 
Mongols fleeing across the mountains into Russian territory, where they petitioned 
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for protection. When Russian officials turned them down, some journeyed on- 
ward through Siberia to newly independent Mongolia and submitted to its 
ruler, the Bogd Khan.’ 

Unlike the Mongols and Tibetans of the Qing Empire, Xinjiang’s Muslims 
did not mobilize immediately in response to the deteriorating situation in China. 
The explanation for this lies partly in the success of provincialization, which 
had diminished the status of Xinjiang’s residual Muslim aristocracy. These 
wangs, whose position was most threatened by the revolution, did not enjoy 
anything approaching the authority of Mongolia’s Chinggisid aristocracy, or 
Tibet’s high lamas, and could only wait and watch as Chinese politics played 
itself out. The province’s mercantile elite, for their part, had never had any 
form of patrimonial relationship with the Qing emperor and stood ready to 
collaborate with Chinese officials of any stripe, as they had up until now. When 
the anti-Qing revolt reached Xinjiang, officials in Kashgar moved to mollify 
the mood of the bazaar and handed control of the /ijin back to the Kashgari 
bays as a means of limiting the spread of unrest.? Finally, to the extent that 
Muslim reformists in Xinjiang raised demands in 1911-1912, they were not calls 
for sovereignty but for autonomy in religious affairs and the full inclusion of 
Muslims in the institutions of the new Chinese Republic. 

One example of this is an anonymous eighteen-point petition that circu- 
lated in Kashgar in 1912. Calling on the new Chinese Republic to guarantee 
freedom and equality for Muslims in China, the petitioners proposed the for- 
mation of a centralized spiritual board in Beijing, headed by a sheikh ül-Islam, 
that would take responsibility for the country's Islamic schools and wagf, with 
other positions modeled directly on the hierarchy of the Ottoman clergy. They 
requested the freedom for Muslims to build mosques wherever they desired, to 
collect funds for such projects, and for Muslim clergy to be accorded the same 
rights and privileges given to public officials. They insisted that no obstacles 
should be placed in the way of the Jadidist program of schools, reading rooms, 
and charitable societies, but also that Muslim students wishing to study in Chi- 
nese schools should be admitted and included in any efforts by the Chinese 
Republic to send students abroad. Finally, they called on the new regime to 
take measures to improve the safety and security of the nation's pilgrims: 
“There should not be any restrictions on Muslims traveling abroad. For the 
convenience of those Muslims going on the hajj, consulates should be opened 
in certain cities along the way. Along with this, there should be an agreement 
for the exchange of ambassadors with the Ottoman government"? 
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The Rise of Yang Zengxin 


Radicals in Xinjiang, as elsewhere in China, lacked the social weight to topple 
the old regime, let alone construct a new one, creating a stalemate situation fa- 
voring the rise of a conservative force that could mediate the conflict. In this 
way Yuan Shikai, a stalwart of the Qing military and political elite, was able to 
insinuate himself between the revolutionaries and the Qing court and seize the 
Chinese presidency. In March, when Yuan was installed as president in Beijing, 
mutinies and rebellions were continuing in Xinjiang’s south, prompting the 
resignation of Governor Yuan Dahua. With few options left, Yuan Shikai 
appointed Provincial Judicial Commissioner (tifashi) Yang Zengxin to the 
position of Military Governor (dudu) in May. Meanwhile, the Bureau of 
Mongolian and Tibetan Affairs sent out teams of “pacification commissioners” 
to investigate conditions on the frontier and convince nervous locals of the re- 
public’s benign intentions. Those sent to Gansu and Xinjiang were headed by 
Jin Yunlun, a prominent member of the Gansu-based Jahriyya Sufi brother- 
hood, an ideal link between Yuan Shikai and the Muslim communities of 
Gansu. He was accompanied by Yusuf Beg, a scion of Xinjiang’s Naqshbandi 
khoja dynasty. Crossing into Xinjiang, these emissaries were instrumental in 
placating Muslim rebels in Hami, who threatened both the local Hami wang 
and Yang Zengxin in Uriimchi. Yusuf Beg continued on to Turfan, where he met 
with the wang and elicited from him a statement endorsing the republic." 

Yusuf Beg had his own reasons for returning to Xinjiang. Descended from 
the Muslim elite residing at the capital (Yusuf was related to the Qianlong em- 
peror’s Muslim concubine, Xiang Fei), he and his forebears had subsisted 
throughout the Qing on stipends from the state, as had other bannermen in 
the imperial city of Beijing. The fall of the Qing was a crisis for this group as 
much as it was for the Manchus, as they were forced to seek alternative means 
to support themselves. Encouraged to leave the capital, some headed to Kashgar, 
where they tried to obtain a share in the waqfendowment of the wealthy Afaq 
Khoja shrine complex. In 1915 the British consul reported that “a band of sev- 
enty of these hungry descendants, who are Muslims, but dressed as Chinese 
with pigtails, have arrived, and eighty more are on the way. The various Shaykhs, 
who are enjoying the revenues of the shrine are much perturbed.” For his part, 
Yusuf petitioned to inherit a lapsed title of duke that he claimed was rightfully 
his, hoping to make a fresh start as a member of Xinjiang’s landed gentry, but 
the Bureau of Mongolian and Tibetan Affairs rejected his application." 
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Yang Zengxin’s rise did to local politics what Yuan Shikai’s did nationally. 
With the country now in the hands of conservatives who were nominally loyal 
to the republic, the Republicans were obliged to come to terms with people who 
were deeply hostile to any kind of revolutionary vision for China. The Ili lead- 
ership reached a peace deal with Yang in June 1912, but they were far from rec- 
onciled to the new reality. According to a report from the Russian consul in 
Ghulja, the Ili Revolutionary Alliance did not endorse the presidency of Yuan 
Shikai until early 1913, when they reorganized themselves as a branch of the 
newly formed Guomindang. Unfortunately for the Ili Republicans, they were 
financially reliant on Ürümchi's goodwill. The Beijing treasury assigned Ili a 
monthly stipend for troop salaries, but transmitted the silver through Uriimchi.!” 
Control of this financial lifeline gave Yang Zengxin a crucial edge in negotia- 
tions, through which he succeeded in first neutralizing, then fragmenting, the 
Ili Republicans. Those among them who resisted Uriimchi’s authority were 
gradually killed off. Over the next three years, Yang fended off military threats 
from newly independent Mongolia and extended his authority to the south by 
suppressing Xinjiang’s secret societies. 

More a Qing relic than a Republican warlord, Yang had years of experience 
in China’s Muslim northwest, and he prided himself on his harmonious deal- 
ings with local Muslims. Drawing on prior experience as an official among the 
Muslims of Gansu, Yang set about recruiting a militia from the Dungans of 
Ürümchi and its surrounds, and cultivating the Muslim elite of Xinjiang.'? His 
success in doing so can be seen by examining the activities of Abdulqadir Janggi 
Beg, an adjutant ( janggi) in the Uchturfan wang administration and the only 
Muslim from Xinjiang sent to the 1913 National Assembly. While in Beijing, 
Abdulqadir lodged a petition describing the hardships endured by his fellow 
Muslims. He argued the need to establish Chinese-Muslim xwetang in Xinjiang, 
combining Chinese teachers with well-respected Muslim akhunds, to be paid 
for by promoting local industry. He also complained about employment dis- 
crimination, estimating that there were at least a hundred Muslims in Xinjiang 
sufficiently versed in Chinese language and laws to serve in the provincial bu- 
reaucracy. Only by recruiting such individuals into state service, he argued, “will 
there truly be Fives Races in Hamon"? While critical of his province's con- 
dition, though, Abdulqadir was fulsome in his of praise Yang Zengxin, stating 
that Yang’s abolition of the New Policy levies and reduction of the land tax was 
evidence of his “preferential treatment” ( youdai) of the Turban- Wearing Mus- 
lims. With talk that Yang might be withdrawn from the northwest, in 1914 
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Abdulqadir transmitted a letter from the chief akhunds of Qarashahr and Turfan 
that praised Yang for relieving them of the extortionate practices of the New 
Policy era, and pleaded: “Yang in Xinjiang is like the sun in the sky. Just as we 
cannot do without the sun, so too we cannot do without Yang.” 

Adjutant Abdulqadir was not the only Muslim contemplating the meaning 
of Republican slogans of “Three People’s Principles” and “five races in har- 
mony” for his community in the early years of the republic, and not all were as 
enamored of Xinjiang’s new governor. In the wake of the revolution, a number 
of Chinese Muslims contrasted the egalitarian promise of “five races in har- 
mony” with what they saw as constitutional anti-Muslim discrimination. In its 
efforts to stave off further territorial loss, Republican China left much of the 
old Qing patrimonial hierarchy intact, including privileges for Mongolian 
aristocrats and Tibetan lamas. While Chinese provinces were assigned repre- 
sentatives to China’s National Assembly according to population size, Inner 
Mongolia and Tibet enjoyed fixed quotas, which to many looked like a system 
of ethnic quotas. Besides this, there were dedicated organs to handle Mongo- 
lian and Tibetan affairs, and state-funded schools in Beijing for elite Mongolian 
and Tibetan children. In comparison, China’s Muslims remained divided across 
various Chinese provinces, administered by Chinese officials, with seemingly no 
constitutional recognition of their status as one of China’s five races. To those 
following this train of thought, Xinjiang occupied a particularly important 
position. While it was officially a province, Xinjiang was still home to a class of 
hereditary Muslim aristocrats—the wangs—who could be seen as analogous 
to the aristocracy of Mongolia and the clergy of Tibet. On this basis, it was 
possible to argue that the Muslim northwest deserved to be treated in the same 
way as Mongolia and Tibet. 

As they had during the Qing, the Xinjiang wangs continued to make peri- 
odic trips to the capital. In 1914, Hami Wang Shah Maqsud went to Beijing to 
meet Yuan Shikai, and while there he was waited on by a local Muslim named 
Dawud Li Qian. Whether or not the two men had a previous connection re- 
mains something of a mystery. One apocryphal account suggests that Li Qian’s 
family had formed a bond with the Hami wangs as early as the 1870s, when 
Li's grandfather served in Zuo Zongtang’s Hunan army. Following Shah Maq- 
sud’s visit, Li took the opportunity to intervene in Republican politics, de- 
claring himself to be the “plenipotentiary representative” of Xinjiang’s Muslim 
aristocracy. He used this calling card to lodge a series of petitions, requesting 
dedicated Muslim representation in the National Assembly and funding for a 
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Muslim affairs office in Beijing. In the course of his campaign, with which he 
persisted through the 1920s, Li emphasized the Muslim identity of the Tarim 
Basin, referring to it either as the “Muslim territory” or the “Eight Muslim Ter- 
ritories,” reflecting the eight aristocratic families he claimed to represent: “The 
Muslims of the Eight Territories number more than ten million,” he wrote in 
one of his petitions. “This territory from east to west exceeds four thousand li, 
and from north to south some three thousand li. Although it nominally belongs 
to Xinjiang, all of its language, script, history, and customs, are unique." 

Li was nothing if not a quixotic figure. His view of southern Xinjiang as 
the Muslim Territory clashed head-on with Yang Zengxin’s efforts to centralize 
the province around Uriimchi and incorporate neighboring regions such as Ili 
and Altay. To combat Li, Yang mobilized his own representatives in the cap- 
ital, including his brother Yang Zengbing. When news of Li’s activities reached 
Xinjiang, Shah Maqsud disavowed any relationship with him, pulling the rug 
out from beneath the feet of his “plenipotentiary representative."!? Was he a 
fraud all along? It is hard to say, but even if he was the charlatan that Yang 
Zengxin accused him of being, there was a certain logic to Li Qian's position, 
and his campaign left a mark among Muslim intellectuals in Republican China. 
For the time being, the disfunctionality of the National Assembly rendered these 
early constitutional discussions moot, but they would resurface once more in 
the late 1920s, when the revival of the Guomindang again raised the question 
of what “five races in harmony" actually meant. 


The Kashgari Aqsaqals 


While many late-Qing reform initiatives in Xinjiang were put on hold during 
the early years of the Chinese Republic, the sphere of foreign affairs saw renewed 
activity. For much of the dynasty's existence, the court and its officials had been 
hostile toward Qing subjects who chose to leave the empire's bounds, but as 
the Qing adapted to international diplomacy at the end of the nineteenth 
century, officials exhibited new interest in the fate of Qing subjects abroad. This 
led to the repeal of anti-emigration laws in 1893, and the passing of a ius san- 
guinis subjecthood law in 1909. The Treaty of Peking (1860) accorded China 
the right to station representatives in Russia, and Xinjiang officials recognized 
the need to make this promise a reality. The objective of establishing official 
networks among Xinjiang Muslims abroad sat well with the provincial elite’s 
commercial interests, and with the deeply felt need to improve conditions for 
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Kashgaris on the hajj. When the British consul in Kashgar sampled the views 
of local traders in 1911, this was among the complaints most commonly heard: 
“As the Russians are represented by Consulates in Chinese Turkistan, why 
should the Chinese be precluded from being similarly represented in Russian 
Turkistan?"? 

It was not that Kashgaris on Russian soil were completely abandoned. On 
arrival, there were local Kashgari officials on hand to confirm their identity, 
which would allow them to obtain permits to stay in Russian territory.?? The 
Russian system of native self-administration in Turkistan prescribed the ap- 
pointment of headmen through election and confirmation by Russian officials. 
Where Chinese-subject Kashgaris were sufficiently numerous they were included 
in this system. By the 1890s, a desiatnik (lit. "head of ten") supervised the 
Kashgari community in Vernyi, and during the first decade of the twentieth 
century, Chinese-subject agsaqals turned up elsewhere in Semireche.?! In the 
course of duty these aqsaqals naturally entered into a relationship with Xinjiang 
officials. On a number of occasions the Ili circuit commissioner received requests 
to issue credentials to agsagals who had been elected by the local community, 
including an 2qsaqal in Zharkent in 1906 and one in Qaraqol in 1910.?? None- 
theless, these agsaqals remained products of a process that took place on 
Russian soil under the watchful eyes of the Russian administration. They were 
not representative of Kashgari or Chinese interests in the way that the consuls 
and aqsaqals in Xinjiang served Andijani and Russian interests. 

Xinjiang officials had occasionally tried to establish formal contact with 
Qing subjects in Russian territory, though with little success. In 1895, officials 
in the Altay district appointed a Kashgari agsaqal and Chinese tax collector to 
supervise the small Qing-subject trading community in the town of Zaysan, 
but the two men lasted less than a year before being forcibly expelled from 
Russian territory. In 1904, during a Russo-Qing juridical congress held in 
Kashgar, Circuit Commissioner Yuan Hongyou drew up a plan to station agsagals 
in Russian territory, and local merchants set about selecting suitable candidates 
for the positions.” Again, the Russians rejected the proposal, citing Turkistan's 
special status as a military jurisdiction. At the fall of the dynasty in 1912, the 
promise of reciprocal rights to representation in Russian Turkistan was still a 
dead letter. 

A corollary to China's weak position in Russia was the ongoing manipula- 
tion of subjecthood in Xinjiang itself. In 1911, the Russian consul was rumored 
to be issuing certificates of Russian subjecthood based on letters from local qadis 
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affirming that the applicant was a Russian subject." The British consul sus- 
pected that his Russian counterpart was also giving these certificates to indi- 
gent Kashgaris who presented the residence permits they had obtained during 
seasonal trips to Russian Turkistan. In 1912, the British agsagal in Khotan re- 
ported that the Russian agsaqal there was selling Russian documents for three 
taels each.” Yet as much as the British liked to take the moral high ground on 
such occasions, their own policy was hardly any different. During a tour of Yar- 
kand and Khotan in 1914, Macartney took wide license in registering British 
subjects, signing up Indians born in Xinjiang to parents who had never lived 
under British rule. To do otherwise would have resulted in an insignificant 
number of British subjects, which, "in the event of our wishing to have a say as 
to the future of this part of the New Dominion, would scarcely give us a broad 
basis."?6 Macartney also offered British protection to Afghans, arguing that if 
he did not do so, then the Afghans would seek Russian subjecthood. In years 
to come, cases of false identity were just as likely to involve British documents 
as Russian.” 

The “subjecthood question” took a dangerous turn in mid-1912, when a riot 
broke out in the Chira oasis. Studies of the Boxer Rebellion of 1900 have de- 
scribed how outlaw Chinese in Shandong converted to Christianity in order to 
obtain foreign protection and evade Chinese authorities, and in doing so in- 
curred the hostility of non-Christian neighbors.?? Something similar seems to 
have been at work in Chira, where the high-handed behavior of a group of Rus- 
sian subjects provoked a serious riot. The catalyst was a land suit in which the 
decision went against a Russian subject, Sayyid Haji. Defying the verdict, Sayyid 
Haji mobilized fellow Russian subjects and fortified himself in his estate, 
running up the Russian flag. Local Muslims and Gelaohui freebooters then be- 
sieged and torched the residence, killing dozens of men holding certificates of 
Russian subjecthood. This was, in a sense, Xinjiang’s Boxer Rebellion and, like 
the Boxers, has been praised in Chinese historiography as a patriotic blow against 
Russian imperialism. Soon enough, the international press latched on to what was 
in reality a fight between two groups of Muslims and sensationalized it as a 
Chinese massacre of Russians.” In fact, most of these Russian subjects had held 
their Russian documents for less than a year; George Macartney believed that 
there were only two actual Russian subjects among the dead.?? 

These intersecting issues—the manipulation of subjecthood in Xinjiang and 
the lack of any diplomatic presence abroad—were painful reminders of the com- 
promised state of Chinese sovereignty in the early twentieth century. Pressure 
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was finally brought to bear on this front in 1912 when Zhang Shaobo (1871— 
2), a graduate of Ürümchi's Russian-language college, assumed the position of 
special envoy for foreign affairs in Uriimchi. Like many in the provincial 
administration, Zhang resented the terms of the Treaty of Saint Petersburg. 
Unfortunately, the Xinhai Revolution caused China to miss its window of op- 
portunity for proposing revisions (which occurred every ten years), and in any 
case the fledgling Chinese Republic was hardly in a position to extract diplo- 
matic concessions from the tsarist foreign ministry. Existing treaty provisions 
nevertheless provided Zhang with grounds to lobby for official representatives 
in Russia and to curtail the Russian-subject agsaqal network in Xinjiang.*! 
Soon, the Xinjiang administration announced a set of statutes restricting the 
functions of the agsagals. These required, for example, that local trading permits 
be obtained solely from Chinese /ijin officials and insisted that such permits 
would not count as proof of an individual’s subjecthood. 

Zhang’s more assertive approach chimed with the thinking of the newly 
appointed Kashgar circuit commissioner, Chang Yongqing. In December 1913, 
Chang traveled through Russian territory on his way to take up his position, 
and along the way he noted considerable numbers of Chinese subjects living 
and trading in Russian territory. He estimated that there were some sixty or 
seventy thousand Chinese—that is, former Qing—subjects in the Ferghana 
Valley 27 When he reached Kashgar, he submitted a request to the Russian consul 
there to officially appoint agsaqals among these Chinese subjects.’ Change pro- 
posal expressed a paternalistic concern for the Kashgari sojourners: “lonely and 
abandoned in a foreign land, there is nowhere for them to turn.” He argued 
that such agsaqals would be of as much benefit to the Russians as to Chinese 
officials. They could, he suggested, improve discipline among the Chinese sub- 
jects, take up collections to meet the outstanding debts these Kashgaris incurred, 
and assist the Russian authorities in conducting criminal inquiries. 

Initially the Russian response to Chang’s request was dismissive. The 
governor-general in Tashkent reaffirmed the official position that Turkistan was 
off-limits to diplomatic representation. Considering the poverty of the Kash- 
garis within his jurisdiction, the governor of Ferghana province doubted they 
could afford any new fees to pay an aqsaqal’s salary.?^ Yet at the same time the 
Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs was learning of Zhang Shaobo’s plan to 
abolish its agsagal network in Xinjiang. Knowing full well that Russia’s consuls 
could not function effectively without these agsaqals, Saint Petersburg countered 


Zhang’s move with an offer of reciprocity. To preserve their own in Xinjiang, 
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the Ministry of Foreign Affairs expressed a willingness to accept the appoint- 
ment of Chinese aqsaqals in Russian Turkistan. At the end of 1914, China 
confirmed that Russia's agsaqals in Xinjiang would retain their existing de 
facto rights, and Russia permitted the appointment of similarly empowered 
Chinese-subject agsaqals in Russian Turkistan. 

As a result of these negotiations, the institution of the 4454441, far from being 
curtailed by China's transition from empire to nation and efforts to revise its 
treaties, was instead extended to new domains. For provincial officials seeking 
to deal with the subjecthood question, recognizing Russian agsagals in Xin- 
jiang was not the ideal solution. Nevertheless, the creation of Chinese-subject 
aqsaqals in Russian Turkistan was a victory of sorts, wresting control of repre- 
sentation among the Kashgaris abroad from Russian hands. Following up on 
this success, Chang Yongqing contacted his colleagues in Ili to suggest that they 
adopt similar measures toward Chinese subjects in Semireche. Here, though, 
Russian authorities pointed to the preexisting, locally elected Kashgari aqsaqals 
to turn down Ili’s request. This satisfied the Ili authorities for the time being, 
and Russian officials retained control of the institution of agsagal in Semireche. 
Here most Kashgaris were working on public works projects, and Russian 
officials relied on a close collaborative relationship with the aqsaqal to maintain 
the flow of cheap Kashgari labor. One such figure was the Kashgari aqsagal 
in Toqmaq, Turdi Akhun Almasbekov, who in 1916 was commended for his 
contribution to canal works in the Chu Valley.’ 

The real winners in these negotiations were the Kashgari bays. In Chapter 2 
I argued that the institution of agsaqal reflected a three-way contest, not only 
between Russian and Chinese interests, but involving the interests of Muslims 
in maintaining a degree of autonomy in commercial and communal affairs. The 
Russian agsaqals in Xinjiang offered Kashgar's mercantile elite an attractive 
model for a self-governing Muslim trading network functioning across an im- 
perial frontier—exactly what they envisaged for themselves in Russia. Now not 
only had they gained a set of aqsaqals, they had greater control of them than 
their Russian Muslim rivals. While Russian agsaqals in Xinjiang were elected 
locally as the consul's deputies, there were no Chinese consuls in Russian 
territory to supervise such elections. Instead, the selection took place in Kashgar, 
where the bays could ensure that the positions went to trustworthy representa- 
tives. In this sense these Chinese aqsaqals occupied a status somewhere between 
that of headman and consul, but they were as much the consuls of the Kash- 
gari bays as they were of the Xinjiang authorities. They would be accountable 
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to elite Kashgari interests first, Kashgar’s Chinese officials second, and Uriimchi 
and Beijing only a distant third. 

A meeting held in Kashgar in August 1914 elected five men to the position 
of aqsagal. All of them were local merchants with experience doing business in 
Russian territory, and most had obvious ties to the Akhunbayevs.*° Four of these 
were appointed to trading centers with substantial Kashgari populations: Osh, 
Andijan, Kokand, and Tashkent. A fifth was sent to the Black Sea port of 
Odessa, which was by now an important hub on the pilgrimage route preferred 
by well-to-do Kashgari hajis, where they disembarked the train and boarded 
the steamships that plied the Black Sea to Istanbul. The new cohort of Chinese- 
subject agsaqals entered Russian territory with official letters from the Kashgar 
circuit commissioner, displacing those who had been appointed through the 
Russian system of native self-administration.*” 

Tsarist officials in the Ferghana Valley were disappointed at the caliber of the 
Kashgar-appointed aqsaqals. In a letter to Xinjiang officials they complained 
that "often individuals are appointed to these positions with very dubious back- 
grounds, with accusations hanging over them, and sometimes even deep in 
debt to Russian firms." Just such an unsavory character, in Russian eyes, was 
the chief aqsaqal in Andijan, Abdurahman Qari Haji Tairov. Having set him- 
self up in Andijan, he referred to himself as a consul and instructed Kashgaris 
to refrain from having dealings with the Russian authorities. The Russians re- 
garded him as a spy and suspected that he was informing the Kashgar circuit 
commissioner of any Kashgaris with pro-Russian inclinations. He also came 
under suspicion of belonging to the Gelaohui secret society, a catchall in Rus- 
sian eyes for any form of conspiratorial behavior among Chinese subjects. 
Within a year of his appointment, the Andijan authorities brought him up on 
a charge of kidnapping. Although he avoided conviction, officials in Kashgar 
recalled him and sent a replacement.*® 


The Young Turks and the Young Kashgaris 


While Xinjiang's Muslim elite was finding its feet in the new conditions of the 
Chinese Republic, many were equally attentive to events in the Ottoman Em- 
pire, which was struggling for its survival in the Balkan Wars. On the eve of 
the First Balkan War in 1912 the merchants of Kashgar and Ghulja sent a 
contribution of four thousand rubles to the imperiled empire, a donation for 
which the Musabayevs were awarded Ottoman honors.*? In the middle of 1913, 
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when Turkish commander-in-chief Enver Pasha recaptured Edirne (Adrianople) 
for the Ottomans and saved Istanbul from Bulgarian onslaught, the Muslims 
of Ghulja rejoiced: “all the shops in the bazaar were shut, trade was halted, and 
the Muslim subjects of China ran up flags along the streets.”*° Bahauddin Mu- 
sabayev hosted a rally where the crowd said prayers for the Ottoman martyrs 
and heard a panegyric on Enver Pasha composed by the recently deceased Tatar 
poet Gabdullah Tuqay. 

Amid the uncertainty of the early republic, Kashgari reformers redoubled 
their efforts to put New Method schooling on a secure footing. In the process 
of dispersing the revolutionary threat in Ili, Yang Zengxin appointed the New 
Army chief Yang Zuanxu to the position of provincial commander-in-chief 
(tidu) in Kashgar, a decision that pleased Kashgari Jadidists. Qutluq Haji 
Shawgi, one such local, wrote to Ismail Gasprinskii in 1913, expressing his hope 
that Yang Zuanxu’s arrival would boost flagging reform efforts in his home- 
town. Shawqi described how, in his first speech in Kashgar, Yang had called on 
Muslims to enlighten themselves, in terms that translated easily into the Jadidist 
lexicon: “As long as the laws are obeyed, then you may implement reforms as 
you see fit, nothing will stand in the way. You should make particular efforts 
in science and education. If there emerge talented and qualified people among 
you, then they will be appointed to positions according to their ability, including 
even the position of governor. . . . The age of ignorance has ended—all peoples 
and nations must open their eyes." ^! 

Hoping to take advantage of the new climate, in 1914 Shawqi, Abdulqadir 
Damolla, and some of the local ulama joined the Musabayevs to found the So- 
ciety for the Promotion of Education (Nashr-i Maat Jam'iyyati) and started 
propagandizing more publicly. The society met every Friday in Kashgar after 
midday prayers to criticize superstitious customs. 'They disseminated pamphlets 
"for the public good" and greeting cards for religious holidays. Some of 
Kashgar's clerics criticized these activities as illicit innovation (id a, but it 
was the group's next step that proved its most controversial.” Through contacts 
in Istanbul, the society invited a Turkish teacher to Kashgar. The Ottoman 
interior minister, Talat Pasha, recommended Ahmed Kemal (1889—1966) for 
the job. 

Ahmed Kemal, originally from the island of Rhodes, was a rising star in 
Young Turk literary circles. His most recent work was a book of bloodcurdling 
lullabies on nationalist themes, full of militant exhortations to resist the Slavic 
foe and drive tyranny from the Balkans.? He reached Kashgar in March 1914 
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Bahauddin Musabayev, Ghulja, 1910. (Photograph by 
George E. Morrison. State Library of New South 
Wales [1788108].) 


accompanied by a group of Kashgari students who had been studying in Is- 
tanbul, then headed to Artush where he took charge of the Musabayev school. 
Ahmed Kemal changed the school’s name to the Union Teachers College—a 
reference to Turkey’s ruling Young Turk party, the Committee of Union and 
Progress, of which he was almost certainly 3 member 27 Credible witnesses tes- 
tify that the star and crescent of the Turkish flag flew above the school, that 
students sang Ottoman military marches, and that in the neighboring mosque 
portraits of Turkish generals hung from the mihrab wall. At the same time, 
the school also drew on the resources of Turkistani Jadidism. On examination 
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day, students staged the recent, and highly popular, Jadidist play The Patricide 
(Padarkush), by the Samarkandi author Mahmud Khoja Behbudi.ó 

As a textbook for the school, the Musabayevs paid for Ahmed Kemal’s Turki 
Alphabet (Alifba-yi Turki) to be published in Kazan, as Abdulqadir Damolla's 
textbooks had been. While Abdulqadir Damolla had focused on the basic 
Jadidist objective of an improved pedagogy for Arabic, Ahmed Kemal's work 
exhibits a desire to expose students to a new, modern way of life as a western- 
izing "effendi." To this end, students were taught words such as “watch” and 
“watch fob,” and that “progressive and advanced nations fix the time of every- 
thing they do precisely." On this question of the nation, too, there were 
differences between the textbooks. In the catechistic Essential Precepts (1911), 
Abdulqadir Damolla wrote in terms of a single Muslim nation and warned 
students against the evils of disunity: 


Q: What is the reason for the shame and ignominy of the nation? 

A: There are two reasons. One is stubbornness and ignorance; the 
other is conflict and discord. The reason for the disgrace and decline of 
any people or any nation is ignorance and the lack of unity." 


Ahmed Kemal went much further in promoting a racialized view of Kashgari 
Muslims as the Turks of Chinese Turkistan, who could take pride in the fact 
that they resided in the heartland of the Turk nation, which he situated in 
Asia. A conversation between teacher and student in his textbook runs as 
follows: 


Q: Where are you from? 

A: I am from Kashgar, Sir. 

Q: Do you know where Kashgar is, and in which part of the world? 
A: I do, Sir. 

Q: Where did you learn this? 

A: I learned it at school. I didn't just learn about Kashgar, I gained a 
degree of knowledge about every part of the world. 

Q: Can you tell me what you know about Kashgar? 

A: Very well, Sir. Kashgar is a city that belongs to us, the Turks 

of Chinese Turkistan. The city is in the continent of Asia. It is a 
great place, where the Turk race, to which we belong, was born and 
grew up. 
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The Society for the Promotion of Education believed, perhaps naively, that 
they had the blessing of Chinese officials for such a school. As they probably 
anticipated, the school was criticized among the Kashgar ulama.“ More serious, 
though, was the anxiety it provoked among Russian diplomats in China, who 
feared an Ottoman conspiracy to destabilize Russian Turkistan. In 1914, Ahmed 
Kemal was one of a number of suspicious Turks passing through Kashgar, and 
some of these clearly were Ottoman spies: five Turks who belonged to Enver 
Pasha’s intelligence unit, the Teskilat-i Mahsusa, reached Kashgar in November 
1914, and were expelled the following April. 

By July 1915, the Russian ambassador in Beijing had lodged an official com- 
plaint against Ahmed Kemal’s school, which he saw as a breach of China’s 
position of neutrality in the World War. The growing disquiet put Umar Akh- 
unbayev in a difficult position. Any hint of anti-Russian agitation in Kashgar 
might have damaging consequences for his export business, and in the end he 
too denounced the school and its initiators to Chinese officials?? In August, 
Yang Zuanxu, who had expressed his sympathy for Jadidist activities in Kashgar, 
was removed from his post, as Yang Zengxin set about strengthening his grip 
on the south of Xinjiang. The following month, after a flurry of telegrams be- 
tween Kashgar, Ürümchi, and Beijing, the Kashgar circuit commissioner shut 
the school down.*! Yang Zengxin subsequently issued decrees prohibiting for- 
eigners from teaching in the province and expelling Ottoman subjects (including 
Shami Damolla, who was running his own school in Kucha) from Xinjiang. 
Following this, he widened the crackdown to Chinese subjects who were sus- 
pected of propagating pro-Ottoman views in their schools. 

The expulsion of the Turks marks the point at which the political trajectory 
of Muslim modernizers in Xinjiang brought them into direct conflict with the 
Chinese authorities. For some of these “Young Kashgaris,” reaching the dead 
end of school reform was a radicalizing experience that drew them to new forms 
of conspiratorial politics. According to the British consul, while he was being 
held by Chinese police in Kashgar, Ahmed Kemal set up a new organization. 
This may be the origin of what in subsequent Soviet reports was described as a 
Kashgar branch of the Committee of Union and Progress. A hundred mem- 
bers took a loyalty oath on the Quran and swore to divorce their wives in case 
of failure—failure to do what, precisely, was not clear to the consul? Nor was 
it necessarily clear to the participants themselves. As inspiring a teacher as 
Ahmed Kemal might have been, he offered his students little in the way of 
a strategy for standing up to the Xinjiang authorities. For Kemal, China's 
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anti-Turkish turn was all a terrible mistake, one that he still hoped would be 
corrected. Without exception, the Turkish approach to China was based on 
anticolonial collaboration with the Chinese, not against them. The victims of 
Yang Zengxin’s repression, some of whom were languishing in prison, would 
have to seek support elsewhere. Not surprisingly, many of Ahmed Kemal's 
class of 1915 eventually turned to the Soviet Union, and in so doing they rede- 
fined these local battles for cultural reform as part of a struggle for national 
liberation. 


Russian Muslim Explorations of Chinese Turkistan 


The amount of writing on Islam in China in Ottoman and Russian periodicals 
was increasing in this period. The emergence of Japan as a global actor, and its 
military victory against Russia in 1905, was the primary inspiration for interest 
in Asia, prompting a new pan-Asianist mood among Muslim intellectuals. Al- 
though China did not offer a model of modernization in the way that Japan 
did, sinological theorizing (such as Vasiliev’s) about the impending Islamization 
of China allowed Muslim authors to imagine a Sino-Muslim collaboration of 
a different kind. In 1916-1917, the ex-qadi of Ufa, Rizauddin b. Fakhruddin 
(1859-1936), wrote a series of articles on China for his journal, The Council 
(Shura), which he concluded by outlining three possible paths for the country’s 
development. One was that the Western colonial powers would partition it, as 
they had Africa and India. Or China might submit to Japan and thereby avoid 
dismemberment. The third possibility was that China would come under Muslim 
leadership, which was the only way he imagined the country being able to 
save itself independently.” 

Trade was the most common reason for Russian Muslims to take up residence 
in China, but political factors drove the migration too. By 1908, a backlash 
against the freedoms won in 1905 was in full swing in Russia, and the political 
climate there was becoming increasingly hostile to Muslim activism. A clamp- 
down on "pan-Islamism" saw modernized madrasas shut, sending many teachers 
and students south toward Russian Turkistan or into Xinjiang. Gabdullah 
Bubi (1871—1922) was probably the most well-known victim of this repression 
to cross into China, arriving in Ghulja in 1913. The Russian consul promptly 
locked him up, until a crowd of local Tatars secured his freedom ^ 

Firsthand experience of life in Xinjiang evoked a variety of responses from 
Tatar authors. In this writing, an abstract discourse on Chinese progress min- 
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gled with ideas about ties between the Turkic-speaking peoples, and between 
Russian and Chinese subjects. Russian Muslims, as we have seen, were part of 
a privileged elite in Xinjiang. For some, the social divide was sufficiently great 
to cast doubt on the idea that the Muslims of China could advance along the 
same path to enlightenment as those in Russia. One who seems to have held 
this critical outlook on local society was Gabdulgaziz Munasib, a Tatar who 
spent five years working in Ghulja for a local import-export company in the 
period leading up to the Xinhai Revolution. Munasib’s views during his time 
in Xinjiang can be seen from a pessimistic letter he wrote to the Orenburg news- 
paper Time in 1907 responding to news that the Chinese railway was to be 
extended to Ghulja. This was, he felt, a mixed blessing at best: “Instead of hap- 
pily stating that if the railway comes to Ghulja it will be the cause of progress 
among the Turkic peoples, there are reasons for caution. . . . If the railway is 
laid, then well educated Armenians and Jews will come from all parts, the En- 
glish will bring their new equipment and start farming, and the Taranchis will 
abandon these occupations . . . and the result will be decline.” In 1912, after 
returning to Kazan, Munasib commenced work on a novel set in Ghulja. The 
result, which he titled Taranchi Girl; or, Halim’s First Love, was the first ever 
depiction of Muslim society in Xinjiang in narrative fiction? Although he fin- 
ished the book by 1915, the war set back its publication until 1918, by which 
time Munasib had thrown himself into activity with the All-Russian Muslim 
National Military Council. That he saw his book to print at such a crucial time 
in his life indicates something of the significance he accorded it. 

Taranchi Girl drew on a trope already well established among Tatar writers, 
that ofa young girl representing the fate of a nation. The work is a parable of the 
bond among the community of Russian Muslims, and the incommunicability 
of Jadidist notions of enlightenment to those outside this community—the 
Kashgaris. In his preface to Taranchi Girl, Munasib evinces a more positive view 
of the Taranchis than he did in 1907, describing them as “one of the most quick- 
witted and culturally accomplished parts of the Turk-Tatar nation." Munasib's 
fiction served him as a form of ethnography, and he emphasized the need for 
such research as a step toward a Taranchi cultural revival: “The Taranchis' live- 
lihood, customs, and histories must be thoroughly investigated." To lead this 
renaissance among the Taranchis, he called upon the Russian-subject Taran- 
chis of Semireche, men such as Husayn Beg Yunusov, who ran a small printing 
press in Zharkent; the Islamic scholar Maruf Masudi; and Muhammad Imin 
Zaynalov, a prominent Jadidist in Ghulja. 
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The hero of Munasib’s story is Halim, a Tatar émigré in Ghulja, who works 
for a wealthy merchant (the book may be partly autobiographical).°” Between 
jobs, Halim frequents the house of his neighbor Zaynab, the widow of a Taranchi 
imam from Semireche, where he meets and falls in love with Zaynab’s grand- 
daughter, Janasta. Halim courts Janasta on a tour of the historical sites of the 
district, which takes them to the shrine of the martyrs of the anti-Qing rebel- 
lion of the 1860s, and there the two pledge to marry. When Halim’s boss re- 
turns from his trip to Russia, Halim asks his permission to wed Janasta, but is 
tragically denied. Instead, his boss sends him on a business trip to the military 
governor’s seat of Huiyuan to meet with Qing officials. While he is away, a 
thief sneaks into Zaynab’s house and kills both her and Janasta. At the novel’s 
conclusion the thief, a Chinese-subject Kashgari who has been terrorizing the 
community for years, is caught and executed. Halim is relieved to see justice 
done, but he knows that he will never love again. 

In this way Taranchi Girl posits a deep divide between Russian and Qing 
Muslims, one based not only on subjecthood, but also on class. The romance 
between the Tatar Halim and the Taranchi Janasta is a union between two 
Russian Muslims living in China: Janasta’s family migrated to Russia before 
returning to Ghulja, and she remains a Russian subject. Cultural boundaries here 
are easily surmounted: Halim speaks the Taranchi dialect fluently, and as 
the courtship begins Janasta starts to learn Tatar. Taranchi Girl taps into tradi- 
tions of anti-Qing resistance among the Taranchis and is dedicated to those who 
fell in the Muslim uprising of the 1860s, but the anti-Qing or anti-Chinese 
edge of the novel is blunted by Munasib’s depiction of Qing officials, who are 
remote from day-to-day life in Ghulja and are primarily men with whom to do 
business. The villain of the piece is undoubtedly the Kashgari criminal who dis- 
rupts the harmonious Tatar-Taranchi union. He represents the wave of land- 
hungry migrants from the south of Xinjiang who had settled in Ghulja following 
the Taranchi migration to Russian territory. By the early twentieth century these 
Kashgaris outnumbered the remaining Taranchis, and Ghulja’s Russian-subject 
elite clearly saw them as a disruptive element.** Other Kashgaris in the story 
invariably occupy low-status positions: the hooded executioner at the end of the 
novel, for example, is a Kashgari. So too are the mean folk who cater to trav- 
elers along the road between Ghulja and Huiyuan. When Halim stops among 
them for refreshments, they serve him tea from a filthy teapot. 

Gabdulgaziz Munasib’s circumscribed vision of a Tatar-led revival among 
the Taranchis was in many ways consistent with prevailing Jadidist opinion. In 
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Russian terms, it was politically correct to emphasize links among Muslims 
within the tsar’s domains, but not with those beyond it. Yet not all Russian 
Muslim intellectuals were satisfied with this Russia-centered approach, and 
consciousness of a global Islamic or Turkic community drew some toward 
travel and travel writing. The new genre of the serialized travelogue was a vehicle 
well suited to commenting on the affairs of Muslims abroad. Ismail Gasprin- 
skii had published accounts of his trips to Turkistan and India in The Inter- 
preter, but by now the name most associated with this genre was the Tatar 
publicist Gabdurashid Ibrahim (1857-1944). In the course of a famous journey 
via China to Japan and back, Ibrahim published a number of articles in the 
Turkish and Tatar press, as well as book-length accounts of the trip in 1909 
and 1911. 

Among those inspired by Ibrahim’s globe-trotting was a young Tatar named 
Nushirvan Yavshev (1885—1917) from the Belebei district of Bashkiria. In 1913, 
having already spent time teaching on the Kazakh steppe, Yavshev set off on a 
journey south into Russian Turkistan, which took him first to Samarkand. 
While there he befriended some of the local intelligentsia, including the writer 
Sadruddin Ayni, who encouraged him to continue his journey east into Xin- 
jiang. From Samarkand, Yavshev headed to Semireche, and then traveled up 
the Ili Valley and entered Chinese territory, making the towns of Suiding and 
Ghulja his first ports of call. From the Ili Valley, he followed the highway east 
to Ürümchi, then south to Turfan, and around the rim of the Tarim Basin. 
Judging from his articles, Yavshev reached Kashgar by the middle of 1915. Later 
that year he followed the road to the southeast via Yarkand and Khotan, reaching 
as far as Keriya by the spring of 1916 before returning to Kashgar. During his 
three years in the province, he kept up a prolific output, penning more than a 
hundred and fifty articles for various Tatar publications and Turkistan' s own 
fledgling Jadidist press. 

Yavshev in Xinjiang sounded themes similar to those expressed by Tatar visi- 
tors to Russian Turkistan. Crossing the border into Chinese Turkistan, he was 
shocked by the streets of Ghulja: "the buildings are chaotic and dirty, the streets 
are extremely filthy, the bodies of dead dogs or dead donkeys are thrown into 
streams and canals that people drink from.”*? Occasionally he blamed its Chi- 
nese administration for the province's run-down condition, but more commonly 
he pointed the finger at local Muslims. “While there is freedom in every matter 
in China, the Muslims don't know the value of that liberty.” Local schools he 
found to be either dysfunctional or bastions of obscurantism. Turfan, for 
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Yavshev, was a “second Bukhara,” with all of the negative connotations of 
scholasticism that this implied.® It wasn’t just the local Muslims who exhib- 
ited these deleterious traits: while passing through Uriimchi he found Russian 
Muslims to be divided on the question of the New Method. Things seemed 
to get worse as he headed south. “No one here knows what education is,” 
he wrote from Aqsu, “they don't know anything apart from saying prayers 
and making the hajj.” Superstitious devotion to saintly shrines was rife in the 
province, and Yavshev devoted several articles to debunking the myths that 
surrounded these holy sites. 

Yavshev’s experience tested his faith in the applicability of the Jadidist pro- 
gram to China, as he found few locals who shared his reformist concerns. From 
Kashgar in 1915 he dispatched an article to Time calling for the creation of 
Russian-style spiritual boards (idara-i shar‘iyya) in Chinese Turkistan.9! A few 
months later, the article returned to Kashgar in published form, but the response 
was disappointing. ^Ihe Chinese Muslims did not pay the slightest attention 
to that article, since they don't know what a spiritual board is. After that ar- 
ticle appeared in Kashgar, people were going around asking ‘what is a spiritual 
board? "€ Nevertheless, he believed that the province's wealthy patrons still had 
the wherewithal to rescue local Muslims from their plight, if only they would 
stop frittering their money away on wedding feasts and parties. Instead, Kash- 
gar's bays needed to pool their capital and form an economic society to exploit 
local resources and compete with Russian imports. They would also need to 
reorganize Xinjiang's waqf, pious donations of land whose revenue was allocated 
to shrine complexes and saintly families. Yavshev estimated that confiscating 
and renting out Yarkand's waqf would produce enough funds for all levels of 
Islamic schooling in Xinjiang, with a surplus to support new technical schools. 
He was confident that the Chinese authorities would support the measures 
he advocated. 

Yavshev's writings stand in a tradition of using the travelogue as a vehicle 
for social criticism, but this was not the only purpose of his trip. Excited by the 
exploits of European archaeologists and philologists in Xinjiang, Yavshev in- 
tended to make his own contribution to the rediscovery of the Turkic past. “My 
goal in coming to Chinese Turkistan,” he wrote from Kashgar in 1915, “was to 
find ancient works about Turkistan's history." 9? Among the Manchu-speaking 
Sibe in Ili, he acquired a set of historical works in Manchu, and from a qadi in 
the village of Qaraqash he obtained a late-seventeenth-century chronicle of the 
Chaghatayid khans of Yarkand.* From July 1916 onward his serialized précis 
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of this work (which had simultaneously been discovered in Tashkent by the 
Bashkir scholar Ahmad Zaki Validi) was published in The Council.8 In Kashgar 
he discussed the merits of the ancient Uyghur script with a Swedish missionary, 
likely to have been the linguist Gustaf Raquette. In a similar spirit, Yavshev 
adopted an ethnographic standpoint at various points in his journey. He dab- 
bled in field linguistics, offering his readers a comparison between Sibe and 
Turkic vocabulary; in the village of Aykól on the outskirts of Aqsu, he described 
a "spirit-summoning" ritual, a custom that was of particular interest to Rus- 
sian scholars of the period. 

In some of his reports from the field Yavshev adopted the dispassionate tone 
of the Orientalist, but his goal of rewriting Turkic history was equally inspired 
by romanticism. If there was a redeeming quality to Xinjiang for Yavshev, it 
was its timeless significance as the heartland of Turkic civilization. Here he 
struck notes not found in Munasib's writing, of a trans-imperial solidarity pre- 
mised on Turkic unity. In his account of his visit to the shrine of the Qara- 
khanid Satuq Bughra Khan in Artush, Yavshev was scathing about the local 
shaykhs who preyed on superstitious pilgrims but reverent toward the shrine 
itself. Here he imagined himself conversing with the saint, who revealed to him 
the glories of the Turkic past and the decline that he had witnessed since his 
death: "The schools and madrasas filled up with Persian and Arabic books and 
stories, and the Turk spirit completely disappeared. In the place of Turkism and 
heroism, the customs of dervishes and qalandars triumphed. In short, from that 
day until now there have been many changes, but these changes have not been 
beneficial, they have been harmful. If the changes had led to improvements, 
then the Easterners would not have fallen behind the Westerners. Instead they 
would have advanced beyond them." 

The vignette paid homage to a 1906 story by Ismail Gasprinskii, the “Con- 
versation of Sultans,” and invites comparison with it. Here Gasprinskii 
imagined a visit to the crypt of Amir Timur in Samarkand, when suddenly the 
tombs break apart and Timur and his teacher Sayyid Baraka emerge. The gath- 
ering soon swells with the arrival of nineteenth-century monarchs such as 
Nasiruddin Shah of Iran, Nasrullah Khan of Bukhara, Ismail Pasha of Egypt, 
Khudayar Khan of Kokand, and Yaqub Beg of Kashgar. Stunned by the 
decline of the Muslims since his days of world-conquering, Timur questions 
the sultans as to how this disastrous situation could have come about. As they 
struggle to excuse themselves, the pan-Islamist theorist Jamaluddin Afghani (d. 
1897) joins in the interrogation, roundly condemning the monarchs’ complacency 
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in the face of aggressive European modernity. Though Yaqub Beg in Kashgar 
and Sultan Mahmud in Istanbul had made some efforts towards reform, Af 
ghani identified the Caucasian rebel leader Shaykh Shamil as the only Muslim 
leader who had made a dent in Europe’s colonial armor. 

For Gasprinskii, the encounter with the ghosts of sultans past was a way to 
criticize the nineteenth-century Islamic world’s inability to keep pace with Eu- 
rope’s technological and political progress. The morality tale that Yavshev placed 
in the mouth of Satuq Bughra Khan sounded a different theme, one better suited 
to the militant Turkist mood that the First World War aroused among some 
Russian Muslims. 'The rot had not set in in the nineteenth century, Satuq Bughra 
Khan told him, but centuries earlier, when the heroic traditions of the Turks 
were diluted by the corrupting influence of Arab and Iranian culture— 
particularly Sufism ("the customs of dervishes and qalandars"). While there is 
no evidence that Yavshev thought of himself as an atheist, he clearly regarded 
the conversion to Islam as the catalyst for the decline of the Turks. In a 1917 
article on "Islamic identity and nationhood" he elaborated on this, pointing 
the finger squarely at Iranian mysticism: “the Persian axe . . . completely up- 
rooted the tree of Turkism.”® Yavshev situated this decline narrative within 
a broad East versus West paradigm, showing how Turkist thinking on Xinjiang 
blended with pan-Asianist views on China, justifying his call for collaboration 
between progressive Muslim Turks and Chinese Republicans. 

The idea that Muslims in Russia might make common cause with China or 
Chinese Muslims, or even that China might become an Islamic state, might 
seem farfetched, but the thought worried sections of Russian officialdom. The 
fall of the Qing came at a time of heightened paranoia regarding cross-border 
contacts among Russian Muslims.” In 1912, while the tsarist military mobilized 
for possible conflict with China, secret police were on the lookout for any signs 
that the instability might spread. Among the Taranchis, police spies focused 
their attention on the Jadidist short-shirts, depicting them as a threatening con- 
spiratorial organization with seditious links to China. According to one report 
from 1912, “the society pursues anti-government goals, and awaits only external 
complications to bring their activity into the open.””! In this environment, the 
authorities kept close tabs on Jadidist publications, and at the end of 1912 they 
thought they had a smoking gun when the 7he Council ran an article on the 
history of the Turks of Chinese Turkistan. Signed pseudonymously by the mys- 
terious Mr. “Upright” (Zoghru), it dealt with Yaqub Beg and his emirate in 
Kashgar, and in conclusion touched on the recent anti-Qing revolution in 
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China. Not concealing his enthusiasm for the fall of the Manchu dynasty, Up- 
right ended with a call to his fellow Muslims: “it is time for us to strive toward 
enlightenment along with the Chinese.” The police commissioned a hasty, and 
incorrect, translation of the article, which made its closing line sound like a 
threatening call to arms: “it is time for us to start things like the Chinese.” 7? 
These twisted words were enough to spark a witch hunt for the seditious 
Mr. Upright. 

Upright was Nazarkhoja Abdusamadov (?-1951), a Taranchi from the town 
of Ghaljat. He was indeed part of the small and marginal circle of reformists 
known as the short-shirts, who were certainly in no position to spread the Xinhai 
Revolution to Russia. By Abdusamadov's own account, the police roundup in 
1912 hit Taranchi progressives hard, and many New Method schools in the 
Zharkent district were closed.” Finding little audience locally, men such as Ab- 
dusamadov instead sought co-thinkers in the world of letters by writing for 
Jadidist journals, seeking to educate the Muslims of Russia on the Muslim com- 
munity of China. Like many Jadidists, Abdusamadov admired what seemed to 
him an enlightened laissez-faire approach to Islam in China, using it as a foil 
for indirect criticism of Russian policy. “One cannot help but feel,” he wrote in 
his first essay for The Council in 1911, “that in not a single one of the civilized 
countries of Europe are Muslims given this degree of freedom.""^ He titled this 
piece "An Appeal Regarding the National History of the Sarts of Chinese 
Turkistan,” and in it he asked the journal's editors to consider the "thirty mil- 
lion" Turks of Chinese Turkistan, whose history was so poorly known. “While 
a degree of information is provided on the Buriats and Tungus,” he complained, 
"not a word is written about the Taranchi Turks in Chinese and Russian 
Turkistan.” The editors, in his view, did not appreciate the size of the Taranchi 
population. By his calculations, if there had been twenty thousand households 
of Taranchis in the 1860s, then by now there should be as many as four hun- 
dred thousand Taranchis.? Later, he was distressed to read that there were only 
fifty-five thousand Taranchis in Semireche, leading him to worry that the Taran- 
chis were a people in decline." 

Ghaljat was a sleepy town nestled in the mountains south of Zharkent, but 
even here Abdusamadov was not entirely cut off from the literary scene among 
the Russian Empire's Muslims. In 1913 a young Tatar by the name of Zarif 
Bashiri (1888—1962), who was teaching at the school of a Taranchi entrepre- 
neur in Kopal, took a trip south to Ghaljat and looked up Abdusamadov. The 
village was, as Bashiri put it, one of “the darkest corners of Central Asia,” but 
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he was pleasantly surprised to find in Abdusamadov a well-read and accom- 
plished scholar. “He has achieved great things in studying the lives and history 
of the Central Asian peoples,” he noted with approval. Equally impressive was 
Abdusamadov’s familiarity with ongoing controversies among the Tatar lite- 
rati, some of whom were Bashiri’s close friends. Abdusamadov expressed his ad- 
miration for the poetry of Majid Ghafuri, but had his reservations: “Lately 
Majid Ghafuri has become too left-wing, and the more left-wing he becomes, 
the more of an atheist he becomes!””” 

The encounter between Abdusamadov and Bashiri was in many ways a 
meeting of the minds and marked the beginning of a collaboration that would 
last well into the 1920s. Bashiri took a lively ethnographic interest in the Turkic 
peoples of the Russian Empire, and was already something of an expert on the 
Chuvash, neighbors of the Tatars. This interest had resulted in an ethnographic 
work on the Chuvash, and also a romantic short story, Anisa, the Chuvash Girl 
(1910).”8 Tatars such as Bashiri expressed solidarity with these peoples of the 
empire, not by emphasizing a monolithic Turk identity, but instead by fostering 
the study of the particularities of each branch of the Turkic family—a stance 
that was inherent in the Tatars’ own national project. Among the Taranchis, 
he sought out similar opportunities to record folk songs and collect manuscripts— 
even hoping to track down a copy of the Qarakhanid classic, the Qutadghu 
Bilig. Contacts such as this must have inspired Abdusamadov to continue 
delving into Taranchi history, a process that increasingly led him beyond the 
two-hundred-year history of the Taranchis to the Islamic history of the Tarim 
Basin. In 1913 he wrote a piece on the Qarakhanid monarch Satuq Bughra 
Khan and his conversion to Islam. The following year he lobbied the editors of 
The Council to publish the Qutadghu Bilig in serialized form.” 

Abdusamadov's turn to history reflected his disillusionment with reformist 
politics centered on New Method schooling. Out of favor with the local elite, 
Abdusamadov stood on the sidelines while Jadidist schools sprang up among 
the Taranchis, and he came to view these schools as part of a cynical struggle 
between factional interests. Commenting on local qadi elections in 1910, he 
noted that both sides spent large amounts of money in bribes, but also publi- 
cized their contributions to educational reform in the Taranchi cantons: 
"although it is most unfortunate that both sides are engaging in all sorts of 
corrupt deals for the sake of winning, the good news is that in order to satisfy 
the people they have also been obliged to establish schools."*? As Abdusamadov 
willingly conceded in 1915, “among the Taranchis, the usil-i jadid was 
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accepted without any fuss."?! As such, further progress required a critique of 
Jadidism, and he lashed out at what he saw as a stultifying and fake progressivism 
among the Taranchis, identifying the Zharkent mudarris Gabdurahman Damolla 
Muhammadi as one of a number of local clergy whose Jadidism left room for 
all sorts of superstitious Sufi customs. This attack on the Zharkent ulama drew 
a response from a local mulla, who defended the mudarris and his students’ record 
as champions of New Method schools. Finding little support for his views, 
Abdusamadov felt obliged to make a public apology.” 

In the summer of 1914, Abdusamadov decided to observe life among the 
Muslims of Xinjiang firsthand, and took a trip across the mountains to Aqsu. 
He took with him to Xinjiang similar sensibilities to those of Yavshev, finding 
local society incorrigibly backward. Yet the prescription he offered was not the 
standard Jadidist program of schools and reading rooms. As he explained to 
readers of The Council, he had heard of the progressive Musabayevs and the work 
of Abdulgadir Damolla in Kashgar, and went to Xinjiang still holding out some 
hope for a Jadidist revival sponsored by the province’s wealthy bays. Yet he soon 
realized that such hope was misplaced. The problem that was holding back 
the Muslims of Chinese Turkistan, as he now saw it, was one of lost identity: 
"If you ask a local Turk “Who are you?’ he will say, 'Kashgari' or ‘Khotani.’ If 
you say, ‘What about the name of this place?’ he will just say, ‘I’m a Muslim. 
If you say, “No, I didn't ask you your religion, he will be dumbfounded and 
say, Tm a Turban-Wearing Muslim,’ Those who live together with the Kazakhs 
and Kirghiz will say, “We're Sarts.’ That is to say, they don't even know who they 
are. Such ignorance!”® Upon his return from Xinjiang, Abdusamadov began to 
sign himself as "Uyghur's child.” 


The Uyghurs and the Turks of Turan 


Where did Abdusamadov find the inspiration to style himself in this partic- 
ular way? The war years witnessed a rapid shift in the Muslim world from a 
focus on a cultural reform within existing imperial boundaries to racial narra- 
tives that transcended these boundaries. As I discussed in Chapter 1, the schol- 
arly rediscovery of the Uyghurs dramatically revised the standard Orientalist 
view of Turkic history, and this had immense significance for nationalists among 
Turkic-speaking peoples. In Anatolia, the word "Turk" had connotations of 
backwardness that the Ottoman elite associated with the nomadic lifestyle. 
Radlov's comparative dictionary of Turkic languages, for example, gives the 
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definition of “Turk” in Ottoman as “uncultured, brigand, vagabond” and in- 
forms the reader that “because of this meaning the Ottomans do not like to call 
themselves Turks.” For those interested in promoting any kind of Turkic na- 
tionalism, this was obviously a serious problem. 

Turn-of-the century Turkological discoveries caused a stir among Ottoman 
scholars, who were excited at the recovery of a long-lost Turkic past. The runic 
inscriptions consolidated a view among such thinkers of the Uyghurs as expo- 
nents of the most ancient Turkic civilization, which elevated the Uyghurs from 
the minor part they had played in the traditional ethnogenetic narrative cen- 
tered on Oghuz Khan to a position of preeminence as Eurasian culture bearers. 
Necib Asim, a historian and editor of the Istanbul newspaper the Intrepid, was 
the first to comment on the discoveries, and he went on to write a monograph 
on The Oldest Turkic Writing (1899). Semseddin Sami, an Albanian intellec- 
tual and Necib Asim’s collaborator, incorporated these new findings into his 
1899 dictionary of Ottoman Turkish, where the entry on "Uyghur" reads: ^A 
great tribe of Turks who spread to the north and east of Transoxiana, and were 
the first to attain civilization and make use of an alphabet to write Turkish. 
Because of this, Old Turkish has become known as the Uyghur language, and 
its script as the Uyghur alphabet. In the wake of Chinggis Khan's conquests 
they blended with the Mongols who had adopted Islam and took the name 
‘Chaghatayid.’”*4 Among this small circle of Turkist theorists, a new paradigm 
had emerged, centered on the Uyghurs and endorsed by the leading Oriental- 
ists of the day. 

As the Ottoman Empire's mobilizing ideology shifted from Ottomanist 
or pan-Islamic emphases toward Turkic nationalism, activists in Anatolia 
seized on the Uyghurs as an abstract and deterritorialized symbol of the civi- 
lized Turk—something that any Turk could rightly be proud of and aspire 
toward. The word “Uyghur,” according to this view, was synonymous with urban 
and civilized, and any Turkic nation that had attained a high level of civiliza- 
tion were Uyghurs. This glorification of the Uyghurs, or “Uyghurism” as we 
might call it, was an integral part of late-Ottoman Turkism and Turanism (an 
ideology premised on racial kinship between Turkic and Uralo-Altaic peoples). 
In his 1914 manifesto Turan, Ahmed Ferit Tek identified his Ottoman fore- 
fathers as a particularly refined species of Uyghur: “We should regard the 
Ottomans, Hungarians, and particularly the Finns, who are the most literate 
people in the world, as among the most advanced Uyghurs (en mükemmel 
Uygurlardan). ...The primitive and nomadic Turks were shepherds who 
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engaged in rudimentary industry. ... The Uyghurs who lived in cities were 
naturally more advanced in this field.”® 

Muslim scholars in Russia likewise accorded pride of place to the Uyghurs 
in the new Turkic civilizational history. In 1909 Hasangata Gabashi published 
his Comprehensive History of the Turkic People, including a chapter on the Uy- 
ghurs, whom he depicted as uniquely civilized among the Turkic peoples, “on 
a par with the Iranians and Chinese.”*° From traditional genealogical narratives 
linking the Uyghurs to Oghuz Khan’s confederation, he postulated that the 
Uyghurs were among the Oghuz tribes of Turks, who were the first to leave the 
steppe and migrate into Slavic and Islamic lands. In the course of their peregri- 
nations, the Uyghurs had provided the stock for the Oghur-Bulghar peoples, 
as well as the Bashkirs and Magyars, even the Avars and the Finns. In Central 
Asia, the Uyghurs were seen as founders of both the Buddhist kingdoms of 
Uyghuristan, and of the Muslim Qarakhanid dynasty. While Gabashi’s narra- 
tive up to this point had much in common with his Turkish counterparts, his 
view of the Uyghurs had greater historical specificity. He explained how the 
Uyghur language became known as Chaghatay, and the Uyghurs lost their 
identity, coming to be known as “Kashgari Turks” or something similar. His 
loose association of the Uyghurs with his Kashgari contemporaries brings him 
close to an incipient Uyghur national history. 

These writings imparted to the Uyghur historical legacy both universal and 
particular meanings. One version of Uyghurism imagined a Uyghur golden age 
as part of the heritage of all Turkic-speaking peoples. Given its connotations of 
“civilized Turk,” it is not surprising that Abdusamadov was far from the only 
Muslim in Russia to take “Uyghur” as a pen name in this period. This broad 
pan-Turkist interpretation of the Uyghur past reached its apogee in the flurry 
of linguistic invention in 1930s Turkey, when Kemal Atatiirk ordered linguists 
to purge the Turkish language of Arabic and Persian elements. In Atatiirk’s new 
Pure Turkish (öz Türkçe) lexicon, the name “Uyghur” was adopted as the word 
uyğar, substituting for the Arabic madani, meaning "civilized." 57 

By contrast, Gabashi’s vague identification of the Uyghurs with the Kashgari 
Turks points toward a second sense of Uyghurism, one in which the Muslims 
of Xinjiang had a privileged claim to the Uyghur legacy. In the predominantly 
Tatar intellectual milieu in which Taranchis like Abdusamadov functioned, 
the idea of constructing a pan-Turkic identity was losing ground to the Tatarist 
project favored by young radicals.** It was Abdusamadov’s adaptation to this 
trend that led to his romantic rediscovery of the Uyghurs as a symbol of Taranchi 
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identity. In a 1919 poem addressed “To the Toiling Taranchis,” he personified 
Uyghur as a mytho-genealogical link between the patriarch Turk and his own 
Taranchi community: “Great Turk is your grandfather, Uyghur is your father.”®? 
In making this connection Abdusamadov believed he had hit upon something 
that was holding back not only the Taranchis of Russia but the Muslims of 
Xinjiang, with whom he imagined sharing this common Uyghur genealogy. 
This is not enough to make him a Uyghur nationalist, but Abdusamadov's in- 
terest in reclaiming a lost identity, and his effort to foster a sense of the Uyghurs 
as a link in the communal genealogy of the Taranchis, were important steps in 
the articulation of the new Uyghurist project. 

This was an intellectual trajectory that made sense in the Semireche con- 
text, but not necessarily in Xinjiang itself. Neither intellectual rivalry with the 
Ottomans nor political pressure from Chinese officials required local Muslims 
to distinguish themselves from the Ottoman Turks by constructing a distinct 
racial genealogy for themselves. As already discussed, Chinese Republican pol- 
itics centered on the "Muslims" as one of the nation's five constituencies, and it 
was on these terms that Xinjiang Muslims engaged in Chinese politics. For those 
drawn to a sense of Turkic identity, the shift from thinking in terms of the Mus- 
lims of Chinese Turkistan to the Turks of Chinese Turkistan could equally be 
reconciled with Chinese politics. The founding text of Chinese Republicanism, 
Sun Yat-sen's Three People’s Principles referred not simply to the "Muslims" as 
one of China's five races, but specifically to the "Turks who profess Islam" 
(Huijiao zhi Tujue). Amid the heightened tensions created by the war, the Kash- 
garis in Istanbul, and those who were drawn to Ahmed Kemal during his stay 
in Kashgar, would have seen no reason not to take up the militant Turkist rhe- 
toric that the Young Turk leadership was propagating. The difference in em- 
phasis between the pan-Turkist and Semireche Uyghurist projects was minimal 
at first, but would be exacerbated soon enough, as theories of racial identity 
among the Xinjiang Muslims were fashioned into mobilizing tools, and the Rus- 
sian Revolution threw the Taranchis and Kashgaris into new collaborations. 


Rebellion, Revolution, and Civil War 


fter two years of illness, Vali Bay died in 1916. The Semireche Provincial 
News mourned the loss of the man they called the Taranchi Harun al- 
Rashid, likening him to the Abbasid caliph whose name was a byword for 
untold wealth. Here was a man, his eulogist wrote, “who had created his enor- 
mous wealth out of literally nothing, who occupied a leading social position, 
who personified the entire Taranchi and part of the Dungan population of the 
province, and who won for himself a place in the pages of the history of Semi- 
reche and neighboring Chinese territory.”! The timing of his death was prob- 
ably for the best, as he would not have enjoyed the turn that events took later 
that year. Vali Bay's passing was a harbinger of the coming rebellions and fall 
of the tsar. In 1916 his eulogist expressed a hope that Zharkent would turn one 
of Vali Bay's small botanic plantations into a commemorative park, but there 
was to be no such memorial to the entrepreneur. The coming revolution wiped 
out the Taranchi elite that had risen to prominence through the Russian oc- 
cupation of Ili and the migration to Semireche. Their place was filled by the 
likes of the short-shirts, who had bitterly denounced Vali Bay and all his works. 
Up to this point, I have described the structure of representative authority 
within the trading networks that spanned the border, the contestation of com- 
munity leadership among the Taranchi migrants in Semireche, and the growing 
radicalization of aspiring educational reformists in Xinjiang itself. From now 
on these distinct narratives start to intersect. I begin my account of this con- 
vergence by examining the consequences of the 1916 anti-tsarist rebellion in 
Russian Turkistan, the revolutions of 1917, and the Civil War that ensued, from 
the various perspectives that have been introduced so far: those of the Taran- 
chis of Semireche, the Kashgaris in Russian Turkistan, and the Muslim com- 
munity of Xinjiang. 
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In June 1916, with the tsarist army suffering a serious shortage of manpower 
in World War I, Tsar Nicholas II issued a hasty and ill-considered decree drafting 
non-Russians in the Kazakh steppe and Turkistan to labor on the front. The 
decree was greeted almost immediately with riots and attacks on tsarist offi- 
cials, spreading from the Ferghana Valley east and north into Kirghiz and Ka- 
zakh districts. Nomadic raids on Russian settler communities were followed 
by tsarist reprisals, as martial law was declared throughout Turkistan. Of the 
Kirghiz and Kazakhs, who mounted the stiffest resistance to the mobilization 
decree, many eventually fled to Chinese territory. By early 1917 well over a 
hundred thousand had crossed into Xinjiang, creating an emergency for Chinese 
officials. Of these runaways, thousands died crossing the mountains in the 
wintry conditions, and many thousands more perished from hunger and dis- 
ease in Xinjiang. The story of nomadic rebellion and the flight to China is a 
key chapter in the history of the Russian Revolution in Turkistan, and features 
in various national histories in post-Soviet Central Asia.? In comparison, the 
fate of others whose stories intersect with China is less well known. The Taran- 
chis and Kashgaris of Semireche lacked the mobility of the Kazakh and Kir- 
ghiz nomads who escaped to Xinjiang, and found themselves caught between 
the rebels and the reprisals. 


The Taranchi Tragedy 


Among the Taranchis there was some resistance to the tsar's conscription de- 
cree of 1916—a total of nine men were executed for agitating against it. The 
opposition was considerably less than among Semireche’s Kazakhs, though, and 
when the anti-conscription rebellion had subsided, the mobilization was car- 
ried out in Zharkent.? In the first batch of November 1916, six hundred Taranchi 
workers boarded the train to the front, with Vali Bay’s close associate, the mer- 
chant Husayn Beg Yunusov, sending them off with a rousing patriotic speech 
and hurrahs.^ Statistics on the recruitment of émigré Kashgaris are harder to 
come by, but Kashgari Communists later claimed that tens of thousands of 
Kashgaris were sent to work on the front 

Russian officials in Semireche generally saw the province’s Taranchis as pas- 
sively loyal, the Tatars of the province actively so.° This stands in stark contrast 
to the case of the Dungans of Issiq Kól, who mobilized against both nomadic 
predations and Russian reprisals. Later analysis linked Dungan militancy in 
1916 to the activities of the Gelaohui, the Chinese secret society that Zuo Zong- 
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tangs Hunan army had brought to Xinjiang. From Xinjiang, the Gelaohui 
had sought allies among the Semireche Dungans, where tsarist officials had first 
detected Chinese secret society activities in the 1890s.” Although wary of such 
activity, officials saw the Gelaohui as an exclusively anti-Manchu organization, 
and not a direct threat to Russian interests. Now, though, the conspiracy seemed 
to be aimed against the tsar. According to testimony gathered in the aftermath 
of the uprising, in 1915 the organization had sent activists to the urban centers 
of Semireche, where they established societies of both Russian- and Chinese- 
subject Dungans. One such group briefly seized control of Qaraqol in August 
1916, during the height of the conflict. In the same month, Russian troops de- 
tained four men for spreading propaganda among the Dungan population of 
Qaraqonguz (now Masanchi, Kazakhstan), advocating “an uprising against the 
Russian authorities, the expulsion of Russian authorities from the Turkistan Ter- 
ritory, and the formation of separate khanates led by individuals from the 
Muslim population.” Some police investigators went so far as to suggest that 
“the uprising of the Kirghiz [here meaning Kazakhs] is the result of the activity 
of the Gelaohui society."? These events gained for the Gelaohui a reputation that 
would soon recommend them to Russian radicals. 

Barely had the tsar’s officers suppressed the rebellion when news reached 
Turkistan of the February 1917 revolution and the fall of the Romanov dynasty. 
Events in Russia inspired a range of new representative bodies in Semireche. The 
key political actors to emerge were the committee of Provisional Government 
commissars, local soviets of peasant deputies, and the Cossack military as- 
sembly (voiskovyi krug). Besides these, a range of national representative bodies 
sprang up in the provincial center of Vernyi, which were loosely affiliated to a 
Muslim congress known as the Quriltay. The most significant of these was a 
committee of Kazakh intellectuals aligned with the Alash Orda party, proponents 
of Kazakh autonomy. There was also a branch of the Islamic Union (Shura-yi 
Islamiyya), organized by a delegation from its headquarters in Tashkent, as 
well as a Taranchi group calling itself the Taranchi Committee, which was led 
at first by a wealthy Taranchi businessman, and later by a member of the 
Taranchi ulama, Maruf Masudi. In the summer of 1917 the committee ad- 
mitted a Dungan into its leadership, thereby becoming the Taranchi-Dungan 
Committee. At this point, the Taranchi-Dungan Committee could only claim 
to represent Taranchis and Dungans in Vernyi and its surrounds. In Zharkent, 
a rival Taranchi-Dungan committee came into being under Husayn Beg Yu- 
nusov. Located in the heartland of the Russian Taranchi community, these 
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Zharkent elites saw themselves as its natural leadership and were unwilling to 
submit to the authority of a Vernyi-based organization? 

Outside the cities, the land question dominated politics in Semireche. Many 
of the province’s able-bodied Slavic peasants had been called up to the army 
in 1917. Now demobilized, these men returned to Semireche with their colonial 
outlook steeled by the militant revolutionary mood. Among these Slavic set- 
tlers, the desire for revenge against the Kazakh and Kirghiz rebels of 1916 was 
strong, and many sensed an opportunity to finally resolve the long-standing 
contest between steppe and sown. Apart from the Kazakhs, this hostility was 
also directed against the Cossacks, who enjoyed the biggest and best alloca- 
tions of land in the province, and against Taranchi immigrants from Xinjiang. 
Taranchis in Semireche were generally much worse off in terms of land than 
either Slavic settlers or Cossacks, but as Muslims from China they were widely 
viewed as intruders in a zone of colonization now reserved for the “Slavic ele- 
ment.” In comparison with the well-armed stanitsas (as Cossack settlements 
were known), moreover, the Taranchi villages were a soft target. Not surpris- 
ingly, anxious Taranchi elites came to see the Cossacks as guarantors of their 
security. 

In January 1918, Soviet authority was established in Pishpek, and in Feb- 
ruary the Second Congress of Peasant Deputies in Vernyi passed a resolution 
endorsing the October revolution. That month the two Taranchi-Dungan com- 
mittees held a combined congress in Vernyi. Besides thrashing out its position 
toward the revolutionary events taking place around it, the congress brought 
out many other lingering controversies in Taranchi politics: inequalities in 
the distribution of land, whether or not the locus of spiritual authority 
among the Taranchis should be in Zharkent or Vernyi, and methods of in- 
struction in Taranchi schools. The more conservative Zharkent faction, led by 
Husayn Beg Yunusov, won the day, and the congress declared its continuing 
support for the Provisional Government. In doing so, however, the Taranchi- 
Dungan committees were endorsing a lost cause: within a few days of the con- 
gress’s conclusion, the Second Semireche Cossack Division mutinied, and 
Vernyi passed into the hands of a newly formed pro-Bolshevik Military- 
Revolutionary Committee. At this point, wealthy supporters of the Quriltay 
emptied Vernyi's banks and fled the city, and leaders of the Taranchi-Dungan 
Committee such as Husayn Beg Yunusov and Maruf Masudi headed to the 
Taranchi cantons surrounding the city. Yunusov eventually escaped to Ghulja, 
but Masudi was killed in the subsequent fighting.'? 
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That April, Red Army reinforcements were sent to Vernyi to disarm the dis- 
trict’s Cossacks and requisition grain, only to be repelled by Cossacks be- 
longing to the army’s remaining anti-Bolshevik divisions. Soon all the stanitsas 
south of Vernyi rose in revolt and commenced a siege of the provincial capital, 
with the Taranchi cantons around Vernyi becoming the epicenter of the White 
counterattack. These rural communities were headed by the volostnoi, positions 
that were in theory elected but in reality were monopolized by wealthy Taranchis 
whose relationships with Russian officials often dated back to the occupation 
of the Ili Valley in the 1870s. Head of the Qarasu canton Jamaluddin Bushriev, 
for example, was the son of Bushri Jalilov, agsaqal of the city of Ghulja during 
the years of Russian occupation. Jamaluddin had already served two terms 
as volostnoi of the Qarasu canton and retained an ex officio authority in the 
district. He mobilized local Taranchi labor to reinforce the siege of Vernyi 
and recruited a small Taranchi fighting force of around fifty men. In an assault 
on Vernyi, the Cossacks drove these poorly armed Taranchis ahead of them- 
selves as human shields, and they were all but wiped out. Tragic events such as 
this heightened Bolshevik suspicions that the Taranchis were siding with the 
counterrevolution. 

In May, Turkistan's Central Executive Committee and Council of People's 
Commissars dispatched the Red Army officer Muraev to Semireche to relieve 
Vernyi.!! Throughout the month, Red soldiers took control of Cossack stanitsas 
in Vernyi District and proceeded to raze nearby Taranchi villages, massacring 
many of the inhabitants. Later White reports describe gruesome scenes of 
Taranchi peasants being forced to dig their own burial pits before being mowed 
down by machine guns.'* The violence resulted in an exodus from Vernyi Dis- 
trict east along the Ghulja road, heading toward the border with China. The 
initial response of the Chinese authorities was to shut the crossing, resulting in 
a buildup of refugees at the Khorgos River. White officers briefly regrouped in 
Ghaljat, setting up a makeshift command center and recruiting refugees for 
an assault on Zharkent, including a unit of some three hundred Taranchis. The 
Whites succeeded in taking Zharkent on the night of May 24, but the Bolshevik 
response was not long in coming. Muraev advanced eastward and wrested Zhar- 
kent from the Whites by the middle of June, a victory that resulted in further 
revenge attacks on the locals. The mobile Kazakh population of Zharkent 
District fled, as they had in 1916, with many crossing the border to China. Local 
Taranchis were forced to flee too, adding to the throng of asylum seekers at 
Khorgos. When Ili officials eventually permitted them to cross, they were 
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disarmed and sent to an internment camp on the banks of Lake Sayram, to 
Ghulja’s north. Eventually Beijing intervened and instructed the Ili authori- 
ties to admit the refugees to the Ili district itself and provide them with basic 
relief supplies. 

It is unknown how many people died at the hands of these punitive expedi- 
tions, which local memory records as the “Taranchi tragedy,” or “shooting 
tragedy” (atuv paji'dsi). Ilya Shendrikov, a member of the Provisional Govern- 
ments Turkistan Committee who joined Admiral Kolchak in Omsk, estimated 
the Taranchi dead at four thousand.'? Whites in Ghulja, clearly exaggerating, 
put the toll at thirty thousand, while Uyghur Communists in the 1920s be- 
lieved it to be above ten thousand." After the civil war, the Bolsheviks admitted 
that “kulak” elements (i.e., wealthy peasants) had engaged in revolutionary vio- 
lence for not-so-revolutionary ends, but any direct criticism of the party was 
avoided, and the events themselves were not closely investigated. In the 1960s, 
de-Stalinization allowed greater scope for public reflection on the historical ex- 
perience of the community, but even here there were limits. In its original 
1968 Uyghur edition, Mashur Ruziev's The Uyghur People Reborn gives a graphic 
depiction of the events of early 1918, blaming the killing on “local colonial 
kulaks who had armed themselves with the cloak of the Reds.” However, the 
editors of the book’s Russian versions substantially edited and weakened this 
section.” To this day, many Uyghurs regard the full details of Muraev's terror 
and the “Taranchi tragedy” as secrets waiting to be revealed. 


Red and White Diplomacy in the Ili Valley 


Xinjiang was not only a sanctuary for the revolution’s victims. Although remote 
from the strongholds of Russian social democracy, news of the events of Feb- 
ruary and October 1917 found a sympathetic hearing in some parts of the prov- 
ince. It is a little-known fact of Chinese history that the first public rallies in 
support of the Russian Revolution were held, not in cosmopolitan Shanghai or 
the nation’s capital of Beijing, but in the treaty ports of Xinjiang, where stir- 
rings of revolutionary activity were felt among Xinjiang’s Tatar and Russian 
community. As early as August 1917, tsarist officials in Tarbaghatay complained 
to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Saint Petersburg about the activities of 
Bolshevik agitators in the trading colony and asked that they be expelled." 
In March 1918, International Women’s Day was celebrated in Tarbaghatay, with 
a local Tatar teacher making a rousing speech to the crowd. Soon a youth organ- 


Rebellion, Revolution, and Civil War 151 


ization calling itself Unity came into being, again with a largely Tatar mem- 
bership. Inflammatory leaflets were distributed on the streets of Ghulja in 
1918, calling on the peoples of the district to unite and rise up against their 
oppressors.!” 

In April 1918, the newly established People’s Commissariat of Foreign AF 
fairs (NKID) in Moscow declared all foreign representatives of the tsarist gov- 
ernment dismissed and announced the appointment of its own consuls 
throughout China. However, since China was yet to recognize the Soviet state, 
Beijings Foreign Ministry allowed Xinjiang’s tsarist consuls to stay put. In 
Ghulja the White consul was Viktor Liuba, a veteran of imperial diplomacy in 
Mongolia and Xinjiang. Throughout 1918-1919, Liuba remained in close con- 
tact with White centers in Russia and published an anti-Bolshevik newspaper, 
Free Word (Svobodnoe slovo) on Husayn Beg Yunosov’s printing press. Liuba’s 
first rival as Soviet consul was his former secretary, Ananii Pavlovich Zinkevich. 
He proved to be a poor choice for the job. Upon Zinkevich’s arrival, Liuba gave 
him three days to leave before he would have him assassinated. Zinkevich re- 
quested, and received, an escort from Chinese officials back to Russian terri- 
tory. Liuba was equally effective in closing off other lines of communication 
between Xinjiang and Soviet Turkistan. In August he communicated to Beijing 
complaints against two employees of the Russian telegraph office in Ghulja who 
had been transmitting messages between the Ili authorities and the Bolsheviks. 
Within days, the Chinese Foreign Ministry had the two men expelled from 
Chinese territory.? In November 1918, when a pro-Bolshevik demonstration 
marking the anniversary of the Russian Revolution was held in Ghulja, Liuba 
responded by arresting those he suspected of harboring Bolshevik sympathies 
and repatriating them to Russia.?? 

As the civil war in Semireche neared Xinjiang, White diplomats such as 
Liuba lobbied for Chinese intervention against the Reds. In negotiating for 
Chinese support, White leaders held out the prospect of redressing historical 
grievances along China's shifting border with Russia. In May 1918, when the first 
high-level Cossack and Muslim delegation reached Ghulja to request Chinese 
support, they offered to give back to China the fifteen thousand square miles 
of territory ceded in the Treaty of Saint Petersburg of 1881.?! Chinese officials, 
particularly those close to events in Semireche, were certainly frustrated that 
Xinjiang's position of neutrality in the civil war seemed to mean turning a blind 
eye to disturbing reports of violence against Chinese subjects that they were 
receiving from Russian territory. Unfortunately for the Whites, these complaints 
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were just as frequently directed against the Semireche Cossacks as against the 
Bolsheviks. Much to Liuba’s chagrin, in August 1917 Ili Circuit Commissioner 
Xu Guozhen actually proposed an intervention to protect émigré Dungans 
from Cossack attacks.?? 

Chinese and White sources concur that somewhere between fifty and sixty 
thousand Taranchis escaped to Chinese territory, although an initial Bolshevik 
investigation in 1918 produced a total of only twenty thousand. Soviet popula- 
tion statistics confirm that the exodus was in the tens of thousands, registering 
only 45,547 Taranchis and Dungans in Semireche in 1920, a decrease of over 
40 percent from 1913.” As a result of the overcrowding in Ghulja, the prices of 
food and accommodation skyrocketed, and disease also threatened.” In col- 
laboration with Liuba, Taranchi leaders organized a provisioning committee, 
which received from the consul an initial fund of 120,000 rubles plus a supply 
of cloth issued from confiscated goods. Survival needs tied Liuba, his Taranchi 
allies, and the refugees in tight bonds. At the stroke of a pen, those who of- 
fended the consul could be struck off the provisioning committee’s list of relief 
recipients. 

Given the conditions in Ili, is not surprising that some were willing to risk 
returning to Red Semireche. In July 1918, Liuba sent a telegram to the Turkistan 
NKID in Tashkent announcing that the refugees were willing to return to Rus- 
sian territory on condition that they be granted amnesty, that stolen property 
be returned, and that those responsible for “murder and robbery of citizens” 
would be called to account; by this Liuba presumably intended Muraev and 
his partisans.” The local soviet in Zharkent, no doubt dismayed at the decima- 
tion of the district’s peasantry, consented to the proposal, but authorities in 
Vernyi would not hear of it. 

Acting on instructions issued by one of Moscow’s representatives in 
Turkistan, Extraordinary Commissar Pavel Chegodaev, Muraev continued his 
advance toward Chinese territory, intending to cross into Xinjiang and arrest 
Liuba.”° In this he failed, but he did succeed in holding a meeting with Circuit 
Commissioner Xu in his seat of Huiyuan. Two accounts of this meeting exist, 
both drawn from the unpublished memoirs of one of Muraev’s deputies, an 
officer named Melnikov. According to one retelling, at this meeting the Bol- 
sheviks pledged to protect Chinese subjects in Semireche in return for access 
to Ili's grain market.” A second, more revealing account says that the Bolshe- 
viks offered to keep the circuit commissioner supplied with Semireche opium 
in return for his cooperation in disarming the Whites and preventing raids 
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into Soviet territory.” The meeting seems to have been kept secret from 
Uriimchi and Beijing, and is not mentioned in any Chinese sources, but this 
account is consistent with White complaints that Ili officials were conniving 
with Bolshevik contrabandists and receiving shipments of opium from Semi- 
reche. Chinese officials certainly had an interest in restoring trade relations 
with Russia. Garrison Commissioner (zhenshoushi) Yang Feixia was the major 
shareholder in a Chinese firm that Liuba accused of receiving confiscated 
goods in lieu of cash payments from the Bolsheviks.” 

It was economics, not politics, that dictated early Soviet priorities in Xin- 
jiang. By the end of 1918, famine conditions threatened Semireche, and for the 
first time in its history the province had to import grain, with the Ili Valley 
offering the most convenient supply. A series of trading delegations followed 
up Muraev's first contact, setting up shop in Ghulja to buy grain and other 
goods, but these trading missions all encountered stiff resistance from Liuba. 
In November 1918, the ex-consul personally assaulted the first envoy, Muraev's 
deputy Melnikov, before the Chinese expelled him to Soviet territory. The next 
"Red consul" to try his hand had an equally brief stay on Chinese soil. Frus- 
trated by these failures, the Bolsheviks' resolve stiffened. In February 1919 they 
sent a threatening note to Ili demanding that at the very least a Soviet com- 
mercial agent be admitted.?? In swift succession two such agents were dis- 
patched, but got no closer to Ghulja than Zharkent.?! In September 1919, the 
Turkistan NKID in Tashkent communicated to Ili that it intended to appoint 
the Socialist-Revolutionary Pavel Chegodaev as its consul. The Ili circuit com- 
missioner rejected this request too, pleading that he still had no instructions 
from Beijing.” 

As an anticipated anti-Bolshevik uprising in Semireche failed to eventuate, 
and relief funds started to dry up, White hopes in Ghulja increasingly turned 
north to Siberia, to the newly established Russian government of Admiral Kol- 
chak in Omsk. In March 1919 a mission was sent to Omsk, headed by Liuba’s 
consular secretary Vorobchuk and including the prominent Taranchi Husayn 
Beg Yunusov. Vorobchuk and Yunusov presented to Kolchak's Ministry of For- 
eign Affairs a set of reports on the worsening situation in Ili and introduced 
the admiral to the history of the Taranchis, emphasizing a tradition of loyalty 
to Russia and its tsar. As they described it, so strong was Taranchi devotion to 
Russia's White King (aq padshah) that not even medical sedation could restrain 
it: “At the end of 1917, Doctor Tseravskii in Zharkent performed a serious op- 
eration on a poor Taranchi woman. 'Ihe patient was treated with chloroform. 
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At the time of the operation itself, when the patient was supposed to be 
undergoing hellish torments, she kept repeating: “Oh poor White King! Poor 
Tsar! Where is the poor White King? "37 Vorobchuk and Yunusov submitted a 
request for ten million rubles toward refugee relief and organization, but received 
only two million. What happened next is not entirely clear, but these relief funds 
seem to have been lost on the way back to Ghulja. According to one account, 
Kolchak’s donation was spent buying up trading goods in Omsk to be sold on 
return to China. When they arrived, the emissaries claimed that the Bolshe- 
viks had robbed them.*4 

Although it failed in its relief mission, Vorobchuk and Yunusov’s trip to 
Omsk drew White attention to the potential of Ghulja as a base of operations. 
The Cossack ataman Annenkov, then based in nearby Semipalatinsk, was al- 
ready considering the possibility of a diversionary attack on Semireche from 
Xinjiang, and in April 1919 he sent his deputy Colonel Sidorov to Ghulja. In the 
face of Chinese opposition, Sidorov succeeded in recruiting a unit of around five 
hundred Russian Muslims. Meanwhile, Kolchak's government requested 
permission from Beijing to officially enlist Russian Muslims in China and dis- 
patched two representatives, General Lieutenant Kartsev and Sub-Colonel 
Briantsev to Xinjiang. By the time Kolchak received Beijing reply in the negative, 
Kartsev and Briantsev were already well on their way to Ghulja. 

In October 1919, Kolchak's White regime in Omsk collapsed, and the 
admiral fled to Irkutsk. From his headquarters in Semipalatinsk, Annenkov 
announced the formation of a new Semireche Army, ordering the mobilization 
of all Russian subjects, including those in China. This rang alarm bells among 
Xinjiang officials, who recalled the tsar's mobilization decree of 1916 and wor- 
ried about the potential for similar unrest. “If they carry out this plan,” Yang 
Zengxin agonized from his desk in Ürümchi, “then the disastrous turmoil that 
previously occurred in Qaraqol will be repeated in China's own Ilit’ Luckily 
for Yang and his fellow Chinese officials, the arrival of Annenkov and Kolchak's 
subordinates in Xinjiang provoked a clash with the diplomatic corps, as the 
White officers tried to remove consul Liuba from Ghulja. From Beijing, the 
tsarist ambassador Prince Kudashev complained to Kolchak and instructed his 
consuls not to cooperate with the White call-up.’ In the end, it seems Liuba 
was happy to comply with Chinese requests to halt the conscription. 

The falling out between the tsarist diplomats and White officers reflected the 
ailing fortunes of the White cause in Russia itself. As White resistance ebbed, 
the Bolsheviks in Moscow reestablished communications with Turkistan, and 
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in late 1919 Lenin's Turkistan Commission made it through to Tashkent. As 
Soviet Russia's plenipotentiary organ in Turkistan, the Turkistan Commission 
enjoyed wide-ranging powers, including in the sphere of foreign affairs. In 
April 1920 representatives of the commission traveled to the Khorgos River for 
negotiations with Ili officials. Circuit Commissioner Xu found himself in a 
position of strength, and in return for opening Ili to Soviet trade representa- 
tives, he won the termination of privileges enjoyed by Russians in northwest 
China since the Treaty of Saint Petersburg. With the signing of the Ili Protocols 
in May 1920, the Soviets finally succeeded in opening a foreign trade mission 
in Ghulja.*” Seeking to reestablish their position against the threat of foreign 
competition, Soviet representatives entered into new contracts with local Muslim 
merchants, including the Musabayevs and also a number of former agsaqals who 
were in a good position to exploit their cross-border connections. One of these 
was Faziljan Yunich, previously the agsaqal of Ghulja’s Tatar community and 
now a Chinese subject.?? Another was Turdi Akhun Almasbekoy, until recently 
the agsaqal of Chinese subjects in Toqmaq, who had returned to Xinjiang during 
the revolution. 

Neither Moscow nor Beijing were well informed of these early negotiations 
along the Khorgos River, but they were the first steps toward Sino-Soviet rap- 
prochement and the beginning of the end for tsarist diplomacy in China. 
Liuba left Ghulja in May immediately following the signing of the Ili Proto- 
cols. In September, Beijing announced that it would no longer recognize tsarist 
representatives and encouraged Prince Kudashev to step down as Russian 
ambassador. 


Abdullah Rozibaqiev and the Uyghur Club 


The exodus of anti-Bolshevik forces from Vernyi left the various national group- 
ings that had affiliated themselves to the city's Quriltay depleted and divided. 
This created a leadership vacuum among the city's remaining Muslim resi- 
dents, including the Taranchis, which new groups of young revolutionaries 
formed to fill. Vernyi's Kazakhs founded an association called Sunlight (Säule), 
while a Turkistani Muslim group took the designation “Turan,” possibly affili- 
ated to the Turan cultural society founded in Tashkent by the Jadidist Abdullah 
Awlani.?? Local Tatars called their organization Tuqay, in honor of the poet 
Gabdullah Tuqay. Similarly, in February 1918 the Vernyi Taranchis founded a 
club they called “Uyghur,” the first time anyone in Semireche had publicly 
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invested the Uyghur symbol with political meaning. Although long since 
forgotten, in the 1920s the date of the club’s establishment (February 2) was 
celebrated by the Soviet Uyghur community with speech making and cultural 
evenings.*° The short-shirt Nazarkhoja Abdusamadov—Uyghur’s Child— 
was one of its founding members. Other members were local Taranchi students. 
These included Ismail Tairov, who had studied under the exiled Tatar mudarris 
Gabdullah Bubi in Ghulja, and was now enrolled in a teacher-training course 
in Vernyi. Another was Muzaffar Yarullabekov, a student in Vernyi’s Russian 
gymnasium. Of the group’s small membership, though, the man who would 
emerge as the leader among Semireche’s radical Taranchis was Abdullah 
Rozibaqiev. 

Born in Kiyikbay, a village to the east of Vernyi, Abdullah Rozibaqiev had 
moved to the city in 1900 with his father Ahmad, who ran a school and served 
as imam of Vernyi's Taranchi mosque. Known as a man of progressive views, 
in 1909 Ahmad became chair of a local charitable society, with his brother 
Hidayat serving as secretary.^' Like many such organizations, the charitable 
society at times aroused the suspicion of tsarist officials, particularly in 1913 
when it donated a hundred rubles to an Ottoman officer. In other respects, 
though, Ahmad was a loyal member of the empire's Muslim clergy. In 1914, for 
example, when conflict broke out among the Taranchis over the requirement to 
hang the portrait of the tsar in schools in Semireche, Ahmad was a leading 
defender of the new statute. For taking this stance, he received a robe of honor 
from the tsarist authorities and death threats from other Taranchi mullas.? 
Growing up in the midst of such controversy must have been a formative expe- 
rience for the young Abdullah. (Later his political rivals would accuse him of 
being a tsarist spy.) Abdullah completed Russian school in Vernyi in 1914, and 
in 1916 he graduated from an accounting course, taking up a position as a clerk 
in the city bank.? 

In 1917 Rozibaqiev participated in the activities of the Vernyi Taranchi- 
Dungan Committee and also became involved with a small group of Muslim 
socialists who called themselves the Union of Muslim Workers of Vernyi. With 
an initial membership of seventeen, including two Taranchis, these socialists 
staged a demonstration of around a hundred in May 1917. At first, Rozibaqiev's 
socialist leanings seem not to have interfered with his position on the Taranchi- 
Dungan Committee. At the combined Vernyi-Zharkent congress of February 
1918, Rozibaqiev and his allies lobbied for a position of neutrality in the con- 
frontation between the Bolsheviks and the Cossacks. Although he was defeated 


Rebellion, Revolution, and Civil War 157 


Abdullah Rozibaqiev (seated, lef?) and family. (Central State Archive of Film, Photo, and Audio 
Documents of the Republic of Kazakhstan.) 


in this vote, he continued to occupy an important position on the committee as 
secretary of its executive National Council (Milli Shura). He also collaborated 
with the Tatar Zarif Bashiri, now residing in Vernyi, to edit the committee’s 
organ, Voice of the Taranchi (Sada-yi Taranchi).“4 It was the establishment of 
Soviet authority in March that finally split the committee, with Rozibaqiev siding 
with the revolutionaries and remaining in Vernyi. When exactly Rozibaqiev 
joined the Bolshevik party is unclear, but after a re-registration of party mem- 
bers in 1918, he was among forty-five remaining in Vernyi, one of only five 
from Turkistan’s non-Slavic nationalities. The Left Social-Revolutionaries 
were still the most popular revolutionary party among the city’s Muslims. In 
August 1918, they dominated the Vernyi District Congress of Soviets, a 
meeting at which Rozibaqiev served as secretary.*° 

Little is known about the activities of the Uyghur Club during this period, 
but no doubt it had much in common with prerevolutionary Jadidist cultural 
societies. The local Muslim press reports, for example, that in the middle of 
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1919 the club put on a Taranchi version of the The Patricide, Mahmud Beh- 
budi’s popular Jadidist drama.” Another fleeting mention of the club describes 
how it organized accommodation for Turkish soldiers who were passing through 
Semireche on their way south from the Siberian POW camps.** Voice of the 
Taranchi only survived for six issues, but Rozibagiev and a number of other 
Taranchis also frequently contributed to Vernyi’s Muslim socialist press, which 
was written in a heavily Tatar-inflected language that was intended to be read 
by all local Muslims. It was in the Semireche Workers’ Reporter that Rozibaqiev, 
writing under the pseudonym “Chantou,” published the Taranchi Communists’ 
one and only public response to the “Shooting Tragedy.” Pinning the blame for 
the violence on the Cossacks who had lured Muraev’s punitive expedition to 
Semireche, he lamented that the Taranchis “fell victim to their own ignorance 
and backwardness. . . . There is nothing about spilling innocent blood in the 
Bolshevik program." 

Rozibaqiev’s defense of Bolshevik vigilantism was probably cold comfort to 
the Taranchi refugees in Ghulja, and to many of those who had remained 
behind. It was hard for Muslim Communists to deny the fact that the Bolshevik 
leadership remained steadfastly pro-Russian in its orientation during this pe- 
riod. Often these Turkistani Bolsheviks had an antagonistic relationship even 
with Muslim socialists such as Rozibagiev. In seeking to remedy this situation, 
Muslim Communists founded their own organizations, which in March 1919 
combined to form the Muslim Bureau (Musbiuro) of the Central Committee 
of the Communist Party of Turkistan.?? Chaired by the Kazakh Turar Risqulov 
(1894-1938), the Muslim Bureau extended its network throughout the Com- 
munist Party of Turkistan and sought to rally the various non-party Muslim 
organizations of Turkistan behind its pro-Bolshevik leadership. During its brief 
existence, Rozibaqiev served as deputy chair of the Muslim Bureau’s Semireche 
branch, which according to his memoirs brought Vernyi's various national 
organizations, including the Uyghur Club, within its purview. The Muslim 
Bureau also claimed leadership of the revolutionary movement in regions 
neighboring Turkistan and recruited foreigners into its ranks. These initiatives 
drew support from the Bolshevik leadership in Moscow, which was now seeking 
to reestablish its control in Turkistan and reverse the colonialist policy of the 
Bolsheviks in Tashkent. When Lenin's Turkistan Commission descended on 
Tashkent, it sidelined the Turkistani Bolsheviks (now known as the *Old Bol- 
sheviks") and encouraged Muslim Communist ambitions. 

The temporary ascendancy of the Muslim Communists was a mixed blessing 
for the Semireche Taranchis, who were still reeling from the blows of the civil 
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war. Initiated by Muslim Bureau chief Turar Risqulov, decolonization efforts 
in Semireche were aimed primarily at wooing back Kazakh and Kirghiz 
runaways from Xinjiang and privileged these nomadic groups at the expense of 
the Taranchis, many of whom were still in Ghulja. The policy highlighted 
once again the Taranchis’ anomalous position as “native-immigrants” in Semi- 
reche, falling between the two key categories of pereselentsy and tuzemtsy. In 
late 1919, the Turkistan Central Executive Committee issued an amnesty to 
Russian-subject Kazakhs and Kirghiz in Xinjiang, and in February 1920 it 
dispatched a commission to Semireche to expel any colonists who had seized 
land since 1916?! While some of this land had originally belonged to Taran- 
chis, in practice the redistribution was guided by slogans of returning land to 
the Kazakhs. In Zharkent, according to one account, an ex-member of the 
Kazakh nationalist party Alash Orda headed the survey teams, a fact that inevi- 
tably soured relations with local Taranchis. These Taranchis would later com- 
plain that when they returned from Xinjiang, they were met with the retort 
“Go home to Ghulja!”” 

Boosted by the rout of the Old Bolsheviks, in early 1920 Muslim Bureau 
leaders such as Risqulov articulated an explicitly Turkic nationalist vision for 
Soviet Turkistan. They proposed the formation of a "Muslim Red Army" and 
passed resolutions transforming the Communist Party of Turkistan into 
the “Turkic Communist Party.” Such moves far exceeded the bounds of the 
emerging Soviet nationalities policy and brought the Muslim Bureau into con- 
flict with the Turkistan Commission. The Turkistan Commission eventually 
invoked its executive authority to disband the Muslim Bureau, thereby consoli- 
dating Moscow’s grip on Turkistan. The attack on the Muslim Bureau brought 
about the downfall of some of its leading members, but not Rozibaqiev, who 
complied with the center's directives. 

Rozibaqiev still had little to show his community for his collaboration with 
the Bolsheviks, and the small group of Taranchi Communists meeting in 
Vernyi's Uyghur Club needed a new strategy. Semireche land policy continued 
to disadvantage the Taranchis, who suffered from the perception that they were 
immigrants from China. In September 1920 the Ninth Congress of the Soviets 
of Turkistan confirmed that lands seized by Slavic settlers were to be restored 
to their original occupants. In February 1921 the Turkistan Commission insti- 
tuted its own land reform policy, but the principle of “prioritization” (ochered- 
nost") still gave Kazakhs precedence in claiming agricultural land.’ Yet while 
they were stigmatized by the association with China, there were also opportuni- 
ties here for the Taranchis to exploit. The imperative of spreading the revolution 
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abroad at times led Soviet officials to implement preferential policies toward 
border-crossing communities. This “piedmont principle,” as Terry Martin calls 
it, offered a way for the Taranchis to turn their immigrant status to advantage 
in Soviet politics. By repositioning the Taranchis as part of a trans-imperial com- 
munity of Chinese Muslims, and the Taranchi Communists at the vanguard 
of a new revolutionary push into Asia, they might also prompt a rethinking of 
Soviet priorities in Semireche itself. The romantic invocation of a link to the 
Muslims of China that the “Uyghur” Club represented now took on practical 
meaning as Rozibaqiev turned his hand to cross-border work. 

Among the measures it took in disbanding the Muslim Bureau, the Turkistan 
Commission established a new organization for foreign revolutionary activity, 
which it called the Council of International Propaganda in the East (Sovinter- 
prop) 7 The Sovinterprop included activists from tsarist Russia's protectorates 
of Khiva and Bukhara, Turkish and Iranian Communists, as well as “Chinese” 
representatives. Abdullah Rozibagiev, the Russian-speaking Taranchi who had 
never set foot in China, was appointed to the Sovinterprop in this latter ca- 
pacity.” Like the Muslim Bureau, the Sovinterprop was a short-lived organ- 
ization, being absorbed into the Comintern within a year of its founding. The 
inclusion of Rozibaqiev was significant, though, as it heralded the entry of 
Taranchi Communists into the field of Xinjiang policy and was soon to bring 
them into contact with radicals among the Vernyi Kashgaris. 


Organizing the Kashgari Diaspora 


From the outbreak of the anti-conscription revolt in 1916, Chinese subjects in 
Russian territory were struck by both nomadic militancy and Russian reprisals. 
The violence hit the Xinjiang trading community in towns such as Qaraqol 
particularly hard, a toll recorded in lives as well as property. A certain Ahmad 
Bay, who fled to Xinjiang from Qaragol, reported that his fellow Artush 
merchants there had lost a total of five million taels. “We regularly suffer 
mistreatment at the hands of the Russians,” he stated in an impassioned plea 
to Uriimchi, “and not a few have become Russian subjects. Yet we have always 
been Chinese subjects (Zhongmin), and cannot forget our roots. Now that we 
have fallen on hard times, who will take pity on us?”*° From late 1917, requisi- 
tioning and the imposition of price controls also led to significant hardship. In 
October 1918, Soviet decrees shut the Vernyi bazaar and ended private trade in 
the city, dealing the Kashgari trading community in Semireche a major blow.” 
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Elsewhere local Soviet authorities were not averse to simply plundering the vul- 
nerable foreigners. The Osh Soviet raided and burnt down the city’s Kashgari 
caravanserai, an attack in which Umar Akhunbayev lost a million rubles.?* 
Those who tried to transport their trading goods back to China risked having 
them confiscated at the border, where Soviets kept an eye out for rich families 
sending their wealth to China. 

Yang Zengxin communicated his concerns to Beijing’s Department of 
Foreign Affairs, but was told that they could do nothing to prevent attacks on 
Chinese subjects in Soviet territory, and that his only course of action was to 
engage in informal negotiations with local Russian officials.” For Yang, this 
meant drawing on the network of Kashgari agsagals in Russian Turkistan. It 
was the aqsaqals who provided Ürümchi with detailed reports on losses suffered 
by Chinese merchants and conducted the first negotiations for redress. In 
1919 a Kashgari mission reached Tashkent, led by agsagal Ibrahim Akhun.9? 
The local press was eager for signs that the Soviet Union was gaining diplo- 
matic recognition, and notwithstanding Ibrahim’s lack of Chinese diplomatic 
credentials they announced his arrival as the visit of the “Chinese ambassador.” 
One result of Ibrahim’s negotiations was a novel suggestion for Kashgaris: 
to fly the Chinese flag from their caravans and wear badges indicating their 
nationality.! 

The plight of Kashgari émigrés in Russian Turkistan at this time had much 
in common with the experience of Chinese subjects residing along other stretches 
of China’s lengthy frontier with Russia. According to one scholar's calculations, 
in 1910 in the Russian Far East alone there were between 200 thousand and 250 
thousand Chinese, many of them working on contract in the mines and on the 
railroads.9? Apart from laborers and traders, the Chinese community in Russia 
also included a sizable influx of refugees from natural disasters in China. Some 
of these vagrants were organized into roving bands of brigands known as Red 
Beards (Khunkhuzy), who were recruited by various actors in the civil war.9? 
By the time of the Russian Revolution, there were also many thousands of 
Chinese performing manual labor on the front in western Russia. One Chinese 
émigré estimated that there were 60 thousand of his compatriots digging 
trenches in European Russia in 1917.54 

The first organization to emerge among Russia's Chinese diaspora was the 
Union of Chinese Citizens in Russia, founded in April 1917 by Chinese stu- 
dents in Saint Petersburg, with a branch soon opening in Moscow and in 
Ukraine where Chinese were laboring on the front. Not by any means a radical 
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organization, the union aimed to meet the welfare needs of Chinese left stranded 
in Russia and assist those who wished to return to China—an offer that thou- 
sands took up. After the October Revolution, the Chinese embassy itself left 
Russia, entrusting the union with responsibility for protecting the rights of 
Chinese citizens. The union now took a new political direction, renaming itself 
the Union of Chinese Workers and issuing a proclamation to the Chinese people 
denouncing the warlords who dominated politics in Beijing. In line with the 
early Soviet Union’s revolutionary approach to citizenship, an NKID decree of 
March 1919 recognized the union’s right to protect Chinese citizens and repre- 
sent them in Soviet courts and tribunals. According to the union’s leader, Liu 
Zerong, Lenin personally endorsed the letter investing the union with full legal 
authority in matters concerning Chinese citizens in Russia. Nevertheless, the 
precise status of the Union of Chinese Workers remained in doubt, and the 
People’s Commissariat of Justice rejected the idea that organizations of foreign 
workers could adopt quasi-diplomatic functions. 

Soon enough, the leaders of the Union of Chinese Workers themselves 
started leaving the Soviet Union and returning to China. While some traveled 
by rail across Siberia, other returnees headed through Turkistan and along the 
way became involved in organizing Chinese subjects there. In 1919 the Kash- 
gari aqsaqal in Tashkent reported that a group of five Chinese had recently ar- 
rived in the city claiming to be representatives of the Chinese embassy in 
Moscow.” The arrival of these activists coincided with that of the Turkistan 
Commission and its new organization for revolutionary work among foreigners, 
the Sovinterprop. In April 1920, the two groups collaborated in establishing a 
branch of the Union of Chinese Workers in Tashkent, and within a few months 
its membership of Chinese and Muslims from Xinjiang had risen to a hundred. 
At the Sovinterprop’s initiative, similar organizations of Chinese subjects sprang 
up in the Ferghana Valley, some with Communist cells. Reflecting the mixed 
Chinese-Muslim composition of these organizations, they changed the desig- 
nation “Union of Chinese Workers” to “Union of Kashgari-Chinese Workers” 
(Soiuz Kashgaro-Kitaiskikh rabochikh). By early 1921, it was reported that the 
union’s Andijan branch had a hundred and fifty members, nineteen of whom 
were Communists, and was regularly sending records of its activities to a sec- 
retariat in Tashkent. A branch in Kokand reported that it had thirty members, 
and the Osh branch registered fifty. 

Soviet papers carried news of these and other organizations of Chinese sub- 
jects, and articles reporting their revolutionary pronouncements made their way 
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via Kashgar or Ghulja to Yang Zengxin's desk in Ürümchi."? While disturbed 
at their contents, which spoke of freedom and the expulsion of Chinese offi- 
cials from Xinjiang, Yang was equally concerned with legal niceties, such as 
whether or not these organizations had the right to represent Chinese subjects 
on Soviet soil. Xinjiang officials wired Tashkent to inform them that, as these 
unions had not received any official recognition from the Chinese government, 
they did not have any right to enter into negotiations with the new Soviet 
authorities. 


Qadir Haji and the Contest for the 
Vernyi Aqsaqalship 


Among the Kashgari community in Russian Turkistan, it was the caravan 
leaders and bazaar traders of Semireche who were particularly hard hit by the 
revolution and civil war, and this prompted a politicization that brought some 
of them into contact with Soviet authorities. Qadir Haji (1891—1938?), a native 
of Kashgar, was one such individual. Prior to the revolution, Qadir had ac- 
companied his father Hashim on the pilgrimage to Mecca. On the way back 
in 1916, Hashim Haji decided to leave his son in Russian territory to ex- 
pand his business network, and Qadir Haji set himself up in Vernyi, where he 
became a mid-level bazaar trader. He was among dozens of Kashgaris in Vernyi 
whose business suffered through the revolution and civil war, recording a loss 
of two-and-a-half thousand rubles on a register compiled by the local 4454441 of 
Chinese subjects."' To defend themselves against further attacks, from 1918 
onward Kashgaris in Vernyi organized what they called a "Committee of Poor 
Chinese Subjects"? Among its activities, the committee ran a sharia court 
for local Kashgaris and communicated petitions to the Vernyi branch of the 
Muslim Bureau, thereby coming within the orbit of Soviet institutions. By the 
end of 1920, Qadir Haji had risen to the committee's leadership. 

In setting out to organize local Kashgaris, Qadir Haji and the Committee 
of Poor Chinese Subjects was rivaling the authority of the aqsaqal. Like com- 
munities elsewhere in Russian Turkistan, the Vernyi Kashgaris valued the role 
of the aqsaqal network in communicating their complaints to the Xinjiang au- 
thorities. At the same time, they found the levies for the agsagqals salaries exor- 
bitant and resented the collusion between the aqsagal and Xinjiang authorities 
to exert political pressure on the émigrés. The Vernyi agsagal Hafiz Iminov re- 
quired fees to endorse travel permits, as well as civil documents attesting to 
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Qadir Haji Hashim Hajiev, Moscow, 1926. (Russian State 
Archive of Socio-Political History 495/226/77.) 


marriages and divorces. He also levied his own tax on goods brought by Kash- 
gari traders to Vernyi. His enemies even accused him of collecting bogus “do- 
nations for the front” and misappropriating alms collections for the Kashgari 
mosque in Vernyi.? With a showdown looming, taking control of the position 
of aqsaqal became Qadir Haji's primary objective, and early in 1920 his com- 
mittee instigated a challenge to Hafiz Iminov’s position. At the Kashgari mosque 
in Vernyi around four hundred men gathered under the supervision of a member 
of the Revolutionary Military Council—suggesting that the move was at least 
endorsed, if not encouraged, by Soviet authorities.“ There they elected a member 
of the Committee of Poor Chinese Subjects as the community's new aqsaqal. 
In a new, more democratic twist on the institution, they also elected a five- 
member committee to supervise his activities. 

Of course, the incumbent agsagal Hafiz Iminov derived his authority not 
from any Soviet seal of approval but from the confirmation of the Ili circuit 
commissioner, and there was no way for the Committee of Poor Chinese Sub- 
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jects to force him to relinquish his authority. The Kashgari community of Vernyi 
had no choice but to address a submissive letter to Circuit Commissioner Xu 
Guozhen, in which they outlined their case against Hafiz Iminov. They asked 
Xu to disregard Iminov’s claim that his opponents were Communists: “We 
have heard that [Iminov] addressed a complaint against us to you. He said that 
we have become Communists. In what way have we become Communists? 
Would he clarify this, and show where we have become Communists? If we have 
registered anywhere as Communists, we are ready for any kind of punishment, 
we are happy for him to shoot us even."? The actions of the Vernyi Kashgaris 
backfired, and led the Ili administration to take steps to increase its presence 
across the border. Circuit Commissioner Xu also submitted a request for the 
extradition of members of the Union of Chinese Workers, accusing them of 
betraying their country.” What resulted was a situation of “dual power,” in 
which there were two agsagals among local Kashgaris—one elected with Soviet 
backing, the other appointed directly from Ili. 

This tug-of-war in Vernyi was part of the background to the signing of 
the Ili Protocols of May 1920. As well as sanctioning a Soviet trading agency 
in Ghulja, the protocols granted China the reciprocal right to appoint its 
own representative in Vernyi, the first such Chinese official to be sent from 
Xinjiang. The first appointee was Zhao Guoliang, a Dungan county magis- 
trate and graduate of Beijings Russian-language academy." Zhao’s arrival in 
Vernyi in September 1920 strengthened the hand of the original Ili-appointed 
aqsaqal. Not only did successive Chinese representatives maintain Hafiz Im- 
inov in office, they extended the reach of Xinjiang officials into other areas of 
local Kashgari society. No doubt much of this influence was imperceptible to 
the Soviets, but occasionally the conflict erupted into public view. To give an 
example of this, in 1923 Vernyi's Kashgari mosque was the scene of a major 
brawl, which broke out when activists accused the imam of colluding with the 
Chinese trading mission. When the dust settled, it emerged that the imam had 
been issued with a seal identifying him as “qadi of Chinese subjects" and was 
using his connections with Chinese officials to discourage Kashgaris from 
joining revolutionary organizations. Thus, while the Ili Protocols have 
been considered a diplomatic victory for the Bolsheviks, they proved to be a 
serious setback for revolutionary organizing among émigrés from Xinjiang 
in Semireche. 

In Soviet thinking such ties to Xinjiang were a major obstacle to establishing 
Soviet authority among Turkistan's Chinese subjects, and they recognized the 
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need for a concerted “struggle with agsagaldom” (bor'ba s aksakal stvom). Yet 
for diplomatic reasons the Soviets refrained from confronting the agsagals head- 
on, preferring to build up competing centers of authority without directly 
threatening the Chinese appointees. The task of redirecting the Vernyi Kash- 
garis fell to the city’s Taranchi Communists. During its campaign around the 
position of agsagal, Qadir Haji’s Committee of Poor Chinese Subjects had 
formed links with the local branch of the Sovinterprop, headed by the Taranchi 
Abdullah Rozibaqiev. Rozibaqiev and the Taranchi Communists took it 
upon themselves to “revolutionize” the struggle over the aqsaqal, by which they 
meant redirecting it away from diplomatically sensitive issues toward more 
orthodox Communist goals. They suggested that Qadir Haji instead focus 
his organization’s energies on uniting Kashgaris under the banner of the So- 
vinterprops Union of Chinese Workers, which was now spreading throughout 
Turkistan.” Thus, by the end of 1920 a group of politicized Kashgari migrants 
in Vernyi, under the leadership of Qadir Haji, were moving closer to collabora- 
tion with their Taranchi neighbors from the Uyghur Club, and closer to the 
Communist Party. 


Would the East Be Red? 


What of Xinjiang itself? The coherence of early Soviet policy toward China's 
northwest has been greatly overstated. Lars-Erik Nyman has written, for ex- 
ample, that there was “a highly synchronized Soviet policy regarding Xinjiang.”®° 
In fact there was hardly a policy to speak of at all. In the chaotic early years of 
the civil war, Soviet organs in Moscow and Turkistan, as well as authorized 
individuals, adopted a variety of standpoints toward Xinjiang that were rarely 
coordinated and often contradictory. Conflict over Xinjiang policy was not 
merely a turf war but reflected the very real predicament in which the Bolshe- 
viks now found themselves, caught between the project of intensifying and 
spreading the revolution and the security interests of the Soviet state in a hos- 
tile capitalist world. This problem of the relationship between internationalism 
and domestic stabilization ran deeply through the various bodies that had by 
now declared an interest in the Soviet Union's policy toward Xinjiang. Even 
among those Soviet actors who were in favor of a revolutionary intervention in 
Xinjiang there was no consensus as to the identity of the province's revolu- 
tionary subject. Indeed, because of the ethnic complexity of western China 
and the shifting conceptions of anticolonial revolution in Soviet Turkistan it- 
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self, the Xinjiang question arguably brought together more conflicting inter- 
ests than any other of Turkistan’s political fronts. 

The 1919 May Fourth demonstrations in China’s major cities signaled to the 
Bolsheviks the possibility of striking a blow against imperialism in East Asia 
and led to the first dispatch of Soviet envoys to make contact with Chinese revo- 
lutionaries. As a gesture of goodwill, Soviet diplomat Lev Karakhan issued a 
manifesto in which the Soviet Union pledged to withhold support from forces 
hostile to China, Hl In theory this precluded supporting an anti-Chinese struggle 
in China’s periphery, but would a revolution in Xinjiang necessarily be anti- 
Chinese? In 1919, as we have seen, Bolshevism in Turkistan remained a largely 
Russian affair. The Old Bolsheviks in Tashkent were still studiously ignoring 
Lenin’s directives that national self-determination be the centerpiece of Soviet 
policy in the tsarist empire’s Muslim borderlands. Looking at Xinjiang, therefore, 
Russian Bolsheviks in Turkistan were not predisposed to see a struggle be- 
tween oppressed natives and Chinese colonizers. Indeed, given the poor state of 
relations between the Old Bolsheviks and the Muslim Communists in 
Turkistan itself, they were just as likely to be hostile to such a notion. Initially 
the group that most interested the Turkistani Bolsheviks was not any of Xinji- 
ang’s non-Chinese nationalities but an organization that they thought provided 
a ready-made revolutionary network stretching from Xinjiang deep into China 
proper—namely, the Gelaohui. 

There is no evidence that the Bolsheviks ever intended to stage an uprising 
in Ili; there was, however, a widely held belief that unrest was likely, and hence 
to be prepared for by making contact with local activists. The Malinin trading 
mission in 1919 was the first to seek out links with the Gelaohui, but it failed 
spectacularly. A Tatar Bolshevik introduced Malinin to a Dungan by the name 
of Yahya Liu Wangfu, whom they believed to be a leading member of the 
Gelaohui. In fact, Yahya had for years been in Liuba’s pay, and he informed 
the consul immediately of Malinin’s approach. Liuba encouraged him to go 
along with it, and at Malinin’s invitation Yahya crossed to Zharkent for talks, 
where Malinin outlined to him the Bolshevik program and showed him the 
draft of an agitational leaflet. Yahya returned to Ghulja with a copy of the 
leaflet and claimed that the Bolsheviks had given him funds and a proclamation 
with which to launch an uprising.?? The discovery of the “plot” caused Ili officials 
to close the border and send reinforcements to protect it. Malinin admitted to 
his superiors that he had been careless in his dealings with Yahya but protested 
that he had been the victim of a White provocation, and Vernyi reiterated that 
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they had no hostile intentions toward Xinjiang. Spies sent to Zharkent con- 
firmed that there was no sign of an impending invasion, and traffic across the 
border resumed. 

Chastened by this experience, the Soviets sent out feelers in other directions. 
Throughout 1920, the amount of uncoordinated, and mostly unauthorized, Bol- 
shevik agitation going on in Ili increased. Staff functioning as employees of the 
People’s Commissariat of Foreign Trade (Vneshtorg) set up intelligence stations 
in the towns of Zharkent and Qaraqol. The mission that negotiated the Ili 
Protocols in 1920 included as its secretary a Tatar spy named Agidullin, who 
remained stationed in Ghulja with secret instructions to establish contact with 
Muslim organizations. To his surprise, Agidullin found a number of Chinese 
Communists from Russia already present in the town. One of these Chinese 
activists had been dispatched by the Turkistan Front command in Semireche, 
whose political section included an Eastern Department for work among for- 
eigners. Of the remaining three, one had been through a short training course 
run by the People’s Commissariat of Nationalities, while another had experi- 
ence as an agitator for the Samara branch of the Union of Chinese Workers.?? 

The rise of the Muslim Bureau and the arrival of the Turkistan Commis- 
sion foregrounded the anticolonial dimension of the revolution in Turkistan and 
brought with it a shift in official thinking on Xinjiang. Moscow's control in 
Turkistan was, initially at least, a result of its coalition with local Muslim 
Communists, who favored an active policy toward Turkistan's neighbors. The 
Muslim Communists who were now being elevated into prominent positions 
in Turkistan’s Communist Party and Soviet bureaucracy naturally tended to 
see politics in Chinese Turkistan as an extension of the conflict in Russian 
Turkistan, and considered Xinjiang’s Muslim Turks as the priority for Soviet 
activities. So long as Moscow held executive authority in Turkistan, though, 
carrying on such a forward policy was potentially compromising for Soviet di- 
plomacy. To obtain a degree of deniability toward revolutionary outbursts 
along Turkistan's borders, the Soviet state ceded part of its authority in Turkistan 
to the Comintern. 

Rethinking Xinjiang as part of the revolution in the Islamic world in- 
creased the province's significance in relation to India. In 1919 Trotsky famously 
argued that the revolutionary tide in Europe was receding, and that the road 
to London and Paris now lay through “the towns of Afghanistan, the Punjab, 
and Bengal."54 Rather than a bridge to China, some Comintern analysts ar- 
gued that Xinjiang could equally serve as a stepping-stone to the British Raj.® 
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Officially, the Anglo-Soviet Trade Agreement of March 1920 committed the 
Soviets to refrain from any destabilizing actions in British India, and the NKID 
was staunchly opposed to any Comintern activities in Turkistan. Nonetheless, 
in October 1920 a new Turkistan Bureau of the Comintern (Turkbiuro) set up 
shop in Tashkent, subsuming the Sovinterprop and taking on responsibility for 
revolutionary work on the “Eastern Front,” which included Iran, Afghanistan, 
India, and Xinjiang. Although officially closed in the spring of 1921, the Turk- 
biuro continued its work illegally and concealed from the NKID. Headed by 
the Latvian Bolshevik Janis Rudzutaks, the Turkbiuro identified Kashgaria and 
Jungharia as two distinct spheres of activity. It appointed plenipotentiaries on 
both fronts and started dispatching its own representatives for “trans-cordon” 
work in Xinjiang.®° 

The Turkbiuro’s Turkistan-centric view of Xinjiang cast developments there 
in terms of Russian Turkistan’s own recent trajectory of radicalizing Jadidist 
intellectuals being drawn to revolutionary politics. This perspective dovetailed 
with reports that it received from the province, which depicted its small Jadidist 
circles as a revolutionary party-in-the-making. One of the first accounts of local 
politics in Xinjiang to reach the Turkbiuro’s desk was by a young man named 
Yaqub Aliev (d. 1928), a native of Artush who had been one of Ahmed Kemal's 
pupils.?/ At the school’s closing, Aliev had headed north to Ghulja and in 1920 
crossed into Semireche. He then enrolled in a short training course at Moscow's 
Communist University of the Toilers of the East (KUTV) in Moscow, before 
being sent to Tarbaghatay in 1921. In his account of the situation in Xinjiang, 
Aliev described the province as fertile ground for agitation. As he saw it, there 
were large revolutionary organizations in the towns of Khotan (200 members), 
Bay (100), Qarashahr (90), and Turfan (300), all of whose members were said 
to be in favor of Bolshevism. In Ghulja he counted as many as four hundred 
revolutionaries, though he admitted they were lacking organization owing to 
the sharp eyes of the Chinese secret police. In Ürümchi, Aliev identified the 
leader as Burhan, almost certainly the prominent Tatar businessman Burhan 
Shahidi. In Turfan, Aliev's informant was one Abdulkhaliq, probably the same 
Abdulkhaliq who would win renown in the 1930s as a nationalist poet, styling 
himself Abdulkhaliq Uyghur.5* 

Clandestine organizations leave little record of themselves, and Soviet in- 
telligence is our only guide to the political situation in Xinjiang in this period. 
Some reports described these Jadidist groups as “Ittihadist,” that is, affiliated 
to (or simply inspired by) the Young Turk Committee of Union and Progress, 
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and oriented toward the former Ottoman commander-in-chief Enver Pasha, 
who was now in exile from Anatolia and seeking allies in Germany and Russia. 
‘There is some evidence that while Enver Pasha was in Moscow in 1920, Union- 
ists discussed the possibility of instigating an uprising and forming an Islamic 
republic in Kashgar.?? Enver Pasha’s contact point in Kashgar during this pe- 
riod was the Jadidist Ali (or Ila) Haji Noruz Hajiev. According to subsequent 
accounts, in 1920 Ali Haji teamed up with a certain Jirjis Haji from Ghulja to 
found an organization called the East Turkistan Society.”° The East Turkistan 
Society evidently sent Jirjis Haji into the Soviet Union to contact fellow revo- 
lutionaries, but he was detained in the mountains of eastern Bukhara. Xinjiang 
Muslims were also in contact with Turkish POWs who were filtering south 
from prison camps in Siberia. Some crossed from Xinjiang into Soviet Turkistan 
with false Chinese passports, while others lingered on Chinese soil?! As in 
Soviet Turkistan, Turkish POWs in Xinjiang supported themselves by teaching. 
Istanbul-educated Masud Sabri, who returned to Xinjiang in 1914, recruited 
such POWs for his school in Ghulja?? 

While the question of revolutionary strategy toward Xinjiang divided So- 
viet officials, they were nevertheless united on the need to combat the lingering 
White threat. Throughout 1920, Xinjiang saw an influx of White soldiers fleeing 
the battlefield of the civil war in Turkistan.? When Admiral Kolchak’s Sibe- 
rian front collapsed, General Annenkov led the remnants of his Semireche Army 
from Semipalatinsk into Xinjiang. Following Annenkov, the Montenegrin Gen- 
eral Bakich (1877-1922) occupied first Tarbaghatay, then Altay (now part of 
Xinjiang). Meanwhile, Ataman Dutov set up his headquarters in Suiding in the 
Ili Valley. While Annenkov decamped east toward the Chinese interior, Bakich 
and Dutov looked for opportunities to rejoin the fight in Semireche. 

In June 1920, the Red Army garrison in Vernyi mutinied, and the sup- 
pression of the revolt saw renewed Bolshevik attacks on Cossack stanitsas in the 
district. The instability prompted the final White incursion from Xinjiang. In 
November 1920, Annenkov's representative in Ghulja, Colonel Sidorov, led 
troops as far as the outskirts of Vernyi, but was eventually repulsed by the Red 
Army, including the 58th Semireche Cavalry—a Dungan unit. This defeat was 
the beginning of the end for the White holdouts in Xinjiang. Annenkov ended 
up imprisoned in Ürümchi, while his ragtag troops dispersed throughout Xin- 
jiang and Gansu. In Ghulja, Dutov and Bakich fell out over Bakich's confisca- 
tion of a shipment of silver, and in February 1921 Tatar and Taranchi assassins 
shot Dutov in Suiding. 
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The military scenario in Xinjiang looked strikingly similar to events in 
Mongolia, where the Red Army had intervened to root out the White Army. 
Notwithstanding Lev Karakhan’s 1919 manifesto to China, the Mongolian 
intervention led to the establishment of a new pro-Soviet regime in Urga with de 
facto independence from China. For some Soviet strategists, in sheltering 
the Whites Xinjiang had likewise become a theater in the civil war. At first, the 
Bolsheviks directed their activities toward the refugee White soldiers, which in- 
cluded units of Chinese Red Beards from Manchuria. Early in 1921, Commu- 
nists in Ghulja made contact with a Chinese White officer and his battalion, who 
were part of Annenkov’s forces. Together they organized a mutiny in Suiding, 
which loyal Whites suppressed. The Bolsheviks were not discouraged, though, 
and continued to send Chinese agents to work among the military?^ Eventu- 
ally, through negotiations with Ürümchi, the Bolsheviks were able to launch a 
direct military intervention against the Whites in Xinjiang in May 1921. With 
Ürümchi's permission the Red Army crossed into the province and forced Bakich 
out of Xinjiang into Mongolia, where he was captured and handed over to the 
Bolsheviks.” 

The 1921 intervention provided the backdrop to Moscow’s first high-level 
discussions of revolutionary strategy toward Xinjiang. The Soviet debate on 
China was developing into a confrontation between the Comintern on the one 
hand and the NKID on the other. The Red Army’s occupation of Mongolia had 
given Moscow’s Mongol allies broad license to denounce “Chinese colonialism” 
in Mongolia, which shifted Bolshevik discussion of the Chinese borderlands 
toward the Comintern’s preferred terrain of national liberation. At the same 
time, such steps threatened major complications in Soviet-Chinese relations. A 
few weeks after the Red Army entered Xinjiang, Turkbiuro chairman Janis 
Rudzutaks returned from Tashkent to Moscow and submitted to the Bolshevik 
Central Committee a proposal for the establishment of Soviet authority in Xin- 
jiang. Reflecting the Turkbiuro’s division of labor into northern and southern 
fronts, Rudzutaks envisaged dividing the province into the Soviet Republics of 
Jungharia and Kashgaria. We lack the full text of his plan, but we know that it 
was strongly opposed at the meeting by Georgi Chicherin, the People’s Com- 
missar for Foreign Affairs. In the Soviet diplomat’s view, any gains made in 
Xinjiang would be detrimental to the progress of Soviet diplomacy in China: 
“in light of our general policy of friendship with China and our estimates of 
Chinese democracy, we must try to maintain good relations with the Chinese 
authorities.” The majority of the Central Committee sided with Chicherin.”° 
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The weeks and months following the Central Committee meeting saw a 
flurry of correspondence between Chicherin and NKID representatives in 
Turkistan, and in Xinjiang itself, seeking to ascertain what, if any, basis there 
was for Rudzutaks’s ambitious plan to sovietize Xinjiang. The reports Chicherin 
received were unanimously critical of the Turkbiuro. In Tashkent, the NKID’s 
plenipotentiary argued that, while “the objective situation in Xinjiang is revo- 
lutionary in light of the contradictory interests of the ruling Chinese colonizers 
and the mass of the Muslim population, who suffer national and economic op- 
pression, subjectively the situation in Xinjiang is by no means revolutionary. 
Society is too amorphous, and the anti-Chinese forces hopelessly weak.” An 
NKID representative stationed in Ghulja cautioned that any propaganda ac- 
tivities there must be careful weighed, “so as not to bring about the swift fall of 
the Chinese authorities in the Ii district.” One official expressed the view, which 
would increasingly gain support in the corridors of the NKID, that the Soviet 
Union’s best interests lay in shrewd diplomacy toward Yang Zengxin and his 
bureaucracy: “for me, the instructions to ‘orient to the Mandarinate’ are more 
to my liking than carrying out a revolution in Xinjiang.””” 

There was, within the NKID at least, a degree of unanimity on this point. 
Yet as the forgoing discussion has shown, no single Soviet body had exclusive 
control over the situation along Turkistan's frontiers. This was not the end, but 
only the beginning, of the political confusion surrounding policy toward Xin- 
jiang. As "amorphous and weak" as Xinjiang's anti-Chinese forces may have 
looked to the NKID and other Bolshevik leaders in Moscow, the Comintern 
and émigré activists along the border continued to see things differently. At 
precisely the same time as Lenin and his colleagues on the Central Committee 
were voting against a move to spread the revolution to Xinjiang, delegates were 
converging on Tashkent for the inaugural congress of the Union of Kashgari 
and Jungharian Workers, where they would declare their intention to free the 


toiling masses of Xinjiang from Chinese tyranny. 
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hifts in Soviet and Chinese politics, and in Sino-Soviet relations, require us 

to distinguish a number of phases in the contestation of the Uyghur legacy 
as a mobilizing tool in the 1920s. The first coincides with the high point of 
Soviet-Muslim unity in 1921, in which the twin streams of Bolshevism and 
pro-Turkish militancy temporarily converged. This process was facilitated in 
Soviet Turkistan by the Turkbiuro of the Comintern, which sought to direct 
the revolution in the Islamic world from Tashkent. When this avenue reached 
a dead end, in 1922-1923 Taranchi activists took the lead in inserting them- 
selves into the Comintern’s China policy, all the while hoping to win the favor 
of the Moscow-based body that was directing affairs in Soviet Turkistan—the 
Central Asia Bureau (established in 1922). These considerations drew them 
away from Muslim politics and into collaboration with Mongolian Communists, 
who shared an interest in the fate of Xinjiang. Then, in 1924, Sino-Soviet rap- 
prochement brought a halt to any precipitous move into western China. 

Within Soviet bodies there was still a lack of clarity regarding the goal of 
work among the Xinjiang Muslims on Soviet territory: Was it to win Soviet 
influence in contested regions of Turkistan, or as a stepping-stone to China? 
And if the Soviets had both ends in mind, what was the relationship between 
the two? This dilemma mapped neatly onto the two key constituencies in So- 
viet organizing along the Xinjiang frontier: the Kashgaris and Taranchis. In the 
background to this meeting were the divergent views of the Muslims of Chi- 
nese Turkistan described at the end of Chapter 4, but the problem of ethnicity 
or nationality is not the only lens through which to view these early years of 
organizing. We should also approach these groups in terms of sociological com- 
position and political interests, in which they differed in three important 
respects. The Kashgaris were Chinese subjects, while the Taranchis belonged 
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to Russia, and now the Soviet Union. The two communities were on very dif- 
ferent economic footings: one made up of seasonal laborers and bazaar traders; 
the second, a predominantly peasant population. These differences in turn gave 
rise to political leaderships whose methodologies differed significantly: one relied 
on the network of Kashgari traders to win influence; the other, on the more or- 
thodox credentials of party seniority and cultural avant-gardism. 

As we have seen, a notion of Uyghur communal genealogy had already 
emerged in the prerevolutionary period, and a small group of activists tapped 
into this by rallying around the Uyghur Club in Vernyi, hoping to steer a course 
for their community in collaboration with Soviet authority. In the turmoil of 
revolutionary Semireche, creating such a rallying point brought in its train a 
second sense of Uyghur identity, that of party affiliation. To be a Uyghur in 
this sense was to belong to the Uyghur club and support its activities, and by 
extension to be pro-Soviet, perhaps even a Communist party member. For these 
Uyghurist Taranchis, scaling up to the Uyghur framework was a way to high- 
light their community’s significance as a bridge to China. Yet there was a risk 
to this strategy. By associating themselves too closely with politics in Xinjiang, 
they might well confirm the opinion of local Kazakhs that the Taranchis were 
foreign colonists in Soviet Turkistan. An equal risk was that the more they em- 
phasized the need for revolutionary work in Xinjiang, the more they played 
into the hands of the Kashgaris who claimed, with some justification, that they 
were the activists best placed to lead the revolution in Xinjiang. 

If it is correct that in many eyes being a “Uyghur” was a question of party 
affiliation, then its efficacy as an organizing model depended on the success of 
the Uyghurists in winning political leadership and gaining an institutional foot- 
hold in the evolving party and administrative structures of Soviet Turkistan. 
In the middle of the decade these structures were radically transformed by the 
policy of national delimitation, which created out of Soviet Turkistan a series 
of new national republics containing smaller units of territorial autonomy. 
Linked to this was the process of establishing official nationality categories in 
the lead-up to the first Soviet census. These initiatives imposed a new orthodoxy 
on the question of what constituted a nation to which those hoping to work 
within the Soviet system had to adapt: the Stalinist theory of a nation as defined 
by a “common language, territory, economic life, and psychological make-up 
manifested in a common culture.”! As Soviet policy evinced an increasing 
“ethnophilia,” to borrow Yuri Slezkine’s term, those who had seen value in a 
loose appropriation of Uyghurist rhetoric were obliged to clarify what it all 
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meant. Through this process, some who had previously been skeptical of any 
notion of a Uyghur unity other than as a political coalition learned to speak 
the language of Uyghur nationhood. 


The Rise and Fall of the Uyghur 
Revolutionary Union 


In early 1921, the Turkbiuro of the Comintern announced the convening of a 
Turkistan Congress of the Union of Chinese Workers, an initiative to merge 
the disparate organizations of Chinese subjects in Turkistan. It was not intended 
as an explicitly Muslim rally. Indeed, when the convening committee first met 
on March 1, 1921, there were no Taranchis, Kashgaris, or Dungans present at 
all. The Turkbiuro’s plenipotentiary for Kashgaria, an Armenian by the name 
of Nazariants, headed the three-man group, which also included a Chinese ac- 
tivist. It was nevertheless decided, “in light of the prevailing Muslim, and not 
Chinese, elements in Turkistan,” to maintain independence from the headquar- 
ters of the Union of Chinese Workers in Moscow.” The third meeting of the 
committee suggested renaming the forthcoming congress, replacing “Chinese 
Workers” with “Kashgari and Jungharian Workers”—that is, from southern 
(Kashgaria) and northern Xinjiang (Jungharia)—to better reflect the geo- 
graphic origins of its participants. Soon the composition of the organizing 
committee itself changed. After the fourth meeting, the Chinese member 
left and was replaced by Abdurahman Mahmudov, a Kashgari affiliated with 
the Turkbiuro.? 

Mahmudov’s arrival on the scene reflected a shift in the union’s orientation 
toward Muslim politics. Little is known of his background, but at the time of 
the Russian Revolution he was living in the oil town of Baku on the Caspian 
Sea. There he completed a course at the local party school and in 1919 joined 
the Communist Party. It is likely, though I cannot confirm this, that he par- 
ticipated in the First Congress of the Peoples of the East in 1920, known as the 
Baku Congress. This event, an initiative of the Executive Committee of the Co- 
mintern, has gone down in history both as the high point of Comintern policy 
toward the Muslim world and as a harbinger of a crisis in that policy. The con- 
gress was a hastily convened propaganda exercise, with little vetting of dele- 
gates. The multinational gathering was beset by linguistic confusion, rendering 
the speeches little more than set pieces delivered to a mostly inattentive audi- 
ence. At the congress, the chair of the Comintern executive Alexander Zinoviev 
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famously roused the Muslim delegates—the bulk of whom were from Iran, 
Azerbaijan, and Turkey—to a jihad against imperialism. Yet Zinoviev was up- 
staged by men with better claims to be leading a jihad, such as the Turkish war 
hero Enver Pasha, who was invited to Baku for the rally. 

Baku provided a platform to Muslim nationalists of various stripes whose 
aspirations had temporarily coincided with those of the Comintern but who 
would not be dictated to by the Bolsheviks. Enver Pasha’s Islamic nationalism 
was well attuned to the mood of the event, and he stole the show, feted by par- 
ticipants wherever he went. The prevailing sentiment at Baku had implications 
for the forthcoming Congress of Kashgari and Jungharian Workers in Tashkent, 
as Enver Pasha had his own following among the “Xinjiang constituency” in 
Turkistan—both among the Kashgaris and the Turkish POWs who were a 
common sight on the streets of Tashkent. 

Baku signaled the intensification of Comintern activity in Asia, to be 
directed by the newly formed Committee on Action and Propaganda in the 
East. As an organ of the Comintern Executive, the committee naturally saw its 
sphere of interest as extending to Central Asia. While the Turkbiuro had juris- 
diction in Soviet Turkistan, the Committee on Action and Propaganda in the 
East took the lead in organizing activities in the new People’s Soviet Republic 
of Bukhara, which came into being through a Red Army assault on the city in 
1920. In Bukhara, the committee helped to set up a branch of the Union of 
Kashgari-Chinese Workers, and Kashgari Red Army recruits in the nearby 
town of Kerki on the Amu Darya also affiliated to this organization.‘ This 
Bukharan group of Kashgaris initially planned to hold its own rally but was 
persuaded to join with the Union of Chinese Workers in Tashkent, and Mahmu- 
dov’s inclusion in the convening group was probably part of this unification 
process. 

The Comintern’s objectives for the Tashkent congress were modest: to 
organize educational work, draw female émigrés into political activity, and 
promote the formation of “laborers councils” (¢rudovye soveti) among Chinese 
subjects to undermine the influence of the Chinese-appointed aqsagals in 
Soviet territory. Beyond this, the convening committee was undecided on a 
number of points and circulated a questionnaire at the event soliciting views on 
the most appropriate course of action for Chinese subjects in Turkistan. They 
asked, for example, whether Muslims and Chinese should join in a single 
organization, or whether they needed separate bodies; whether the union should 
impose class restrictions on membership or open its doors to all those with ties 
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to China, from migrant laborers to wealthy merchants; and finally, whether or 
not to conduct revolutionary activity in Xinjiang, and how. 

In the political climate of early 1921, preparatory work for the Tashkent 
Congress was difficult. Soviet authority still reached little farther than the out- 
skirts of Turkistan’s urban centers and the main lines of communication be- 
tween them. Given the dangers of pro-Communist agitation in the midst of 
the anti-Bolshevik Basmachi insurrection, activists heading to the Ferghana 
Valley to hold delegate elections had to be armed. When it finally opened, the 
congress would hear how in some places it had proved impossible to organize a 
local meeting owing to the interference of the local aqsagal.> Delegation to the 
conference was set at one representative for every ten members, and in its reso- 
lutions the congress claimed to represent a total of 1,500 members throughout 
Turkistan. In the end, however, only 117 delegates (115 men and two women) 
made it to Tashkent, and it is likely that few were properly elected from func- 
tioning union branches. Of those in attendance, fifty were Communist Party 
members, while sixty-five were unaffiliated. Eighty-three, or roughly three- 
quarters of participants, were Kashgaris, with the rest made up of various other 
groups: thirteen Taranchis, ten Dungans, three Chinese, three Tatars, two Kir- 
ghiz, and one Turk. The lone Turk was an ex-POW by the name of Sabir Ahmed, 
a lieutenant (mülazımısani) in the Ottoman army and reputedly an influential 
figure among the Kashgaris. Forty percent registered their occupation as “ar- 
tisan,” with smaller numbers of peasants, laborers, and intellectuals, and ten from 
the Red Arm? 

Planning took longer than expected, and the congress was postponed from 
April 15 to June 1, eventually opening on June 3. At its first session, the confer- 
ence heard speeches from representatives of the Communist Party of Turkistan, 
the Turkistan Central Executive Committee, the All-Union Council of Trade 
Unions, and a Russian Bolshevik from the Council of Propaganda and Action 
in the East. A certain Ismailova spoke in the name of the women of Kashgaria 
and Jungharia, and greetings were relayed from the 58th Dungan Cavalry. Over 
the course of a week, the congress discussed the international situation and the 
state of affairs in Xinjiang and received reports from the convening committee 
and local branches. Delegates approved the Turkbiuro’s theses on the organ- 
ization and tasks of the union, and determined that the struggle against the 
aqsaqals would be its first priority. A circular issued before the congress had en- 
visaged that the union “would assume for itself the legal defense of the inter- 
ests of émigrés from China.” Yet the influence of the agsagqals still rested on 
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their semiofficial status and ties to the Xinjiang authorities, and it would be 
difficult to supplant them without provoking some sort of diplomatic conflict. 
In its final declaration, the union weakened its formulation: “Unions should 
not under any circumstances arrogate to themselves consular functions, but 
should defend the interests of Union members.” Alongside the union would be 
established “laborers’ councils of Chinese subjects, regardless of nationality,” 
which would provide necessary legal protections.” The congress also set itself 
the task of forming a party of peasants and laborers in Xinjiang, incorporating 
revolutionary elements of the petit bourgeois intelligentsia. 

These objectives reflected the fact that the congress had been convened on 
the basis of subjecthood, not ethnicity. Yet this focus on Chinese subjects sat 
awkwardly with the presence there of significant numbers of Taranchis and 
Dungans, all of them born on Russian soil. The well-organized Taranchi con- 
tingent from Semireche played a particularly prominent part in the proceed- 
ings. Abdullah Rozibaqiev was elected to the presidium and delivered a number 
of speeches, clearly positioning himself as a leader among the Xinjiang émigrés. 
In his first address he roused congress participants to "the struggle to liberate 
our toilers from the Chinese yoke,” striking the first note of anti-Chinese mili- 
tancy at the event. For Rozibagiev to occupy such a leading position, though, 
the union would need to be put on a different basis, one not strictly linked to 
subjecthood. The main thrust of the Taranchi intervention, therefore, was to 
redefine the union in national terms. As the Taranchi Communists conceived 
it, it would represent the interests of three groups of Muslims from China: the 
Taranchis, Dungans, and Kashgaris—groups that, in their eyes, shared a 
common Uyghur ancestry. On the second day of the event, a letter from 
Taranchi students in Tashkent was read out: "Although we are called Taran- 
chis, we are all children of one father, and one mother: “Uyghur.” In his next 
speech, Rozibaqiev presented the example of his Semireche Uyghur Club as the 
way forward for the union: "Three years ago the Taranchi socialist youth were 
organized into a union called ‘Uyghur’ [quotation marks in original]. This 
organization ‘Uyghur’ realized the need to unify the Kashgaris, Taranchis, and 
Dungans under its leadership, and hastened to carry out this revolutionary 
work. ‘Uyghur’ has now achieved this goal. Since all the ‘Uyghur toilers have 
united, it makes no sense for young Taranchis to have a separate organization." 
Rozibaqiev concluded this speech by introducing a resolution to merge his 
Semireche Uyghur Club with the Union of Kashgari and Jungharian Workers. 
"Keeping in mind the historic name ‘Uyghur’ of the peoples of Kashgaria,” he 
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proposed a new name for the organization: the Revolutionary Union of Alt- 
ishahri and Jungharian Workers—Uyghur.® 

This resolution has important implications for the history of Uyghur nation- 
alism, but it was manifestly not the vote to revive a long-lost national identity 
that it has been depicted as. What Rozibaqiev proposed was an organizational 
merger motivated by what in his view was a successful case of collaboration 
between the Taranchis, Kashgaris, and Dungans in Semireche. By now, some 
Taranchis may have started to explore the idea of Uyghur identity as nation- 
ality, but this did not form part of Rozibaqiev's proposal, which referred only 
to the "historic name" of the Uyghurs. According to his vision, this was not to 
be the Uyghur Revolutionary Union, or the Revolutionary Union of Uyghurs. 
He was not suggesting that membership in the union should be restricted to 
those who thought of themselves as Uyghur by nationality (few would have 
remained in the hall), nor was he arguing that all members of the union 
were in fact Uyghurs. Uyghur here remained the name of an organization, as 
it had been in Semireche. Many official documents in this period put the term 
in quotation marks, as “Uyghur.” 

Far from imposing a vision of national unity on the meeting, Rozibaqiev 
remained sensitive to distinctions between the Taranchis and Kashgaris in his 
proposal. He did this by emphasizing the notion of “Altishahri” identity at the 
expense of "Kashgari," and by changing the union's name to the Revolutionary 
Union of Altishahri and Jungharian Workers. On the face of it there seems 
nothing particularly noteworthy about this. All present would have been aware 
that Altishahr (the "Six Cities") was simply an alternative designation for Kash- 
garia. Yet the concept of Altishahri identity served a subtle but important pur- 
pose for Rozibaqiev. It allowed him in his speech to review the history of the 
original Taranchi migration from the Tarim Basin, and thereby to confirm the 
Taranchis’ long-standing historical ties to Xinjiang, while avoiding the impli- 
cation that the Taranchis were simply a subgroup of Kashgaris—something that 
would play into the hands of his Kashgari rivals. Instead he told the congress 
that the Taranchis were “Altishahris who migrated to Ghulja, where they took 
the name Taranchi.” 

With this merger, an organization of Chinese subjects took on a new col- 
oring as a tripartite alliance of Muslim groups with a connection to China: the 
Taranchis, Kashgaris, and Dungans. This shift was reflected in the election of 
the congress’s three representatives to the upcoming Third Congress of the 
Comintern in Moscow: the Taranchi Ismail Tairov, the Dungan Red Army 
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officer Masanchi (Ma Sanqing), and the Kashgari Mahmudov. Other interests 
remained represented on the union’s Central Committee, which included Ro- 
zibaqiev as secretary, a Tatar named Galiev, the Turk Sabir Ahmed, the Bukharan 
Jadidist Osman Khoja Polatkhojaev, and a handful of other Taranchis and 
Kashgaris.? 

The Turkbiuro of the Comintern seems not to have noticed the shift, re- 
porting that the union had elected a central committee composed entirely of 
Communists (it had not) and was pursuing orthodox goals such as sending 
students to Moscow for study.'? Had the union remained in Abdullah Rozibaq- 
iev's hands, it might have continued in this vein. Within a fortnight of the con- 
gress’s closing, though, Rozibaqiev's party duties intervened, and he returned 
to Vernyi to serve on the Semireche Provincial Revolutionary Committee. 
Others were similarly drawn away from Tashkent, leaving the Communists on 
the Union's Central Committee in a minority. Tensions regarding the union's 
nature and purpose now emerged, as the Turkish lieutenant Sabir Ahmed and 
his allies tried to expel the remaining Communists from its leadership. This fac- 
tion saw close cooperation with the Bolsheviks as limiting the union's efficacy 
among Kashgari Muslims. According to Abdullah Rozibaqiev's account, 
Mahmudov argued that members of the union “should not join the Commu- 
nist Party, their business is to carry out a revolution in Xinjiang—and they don't 
like Bolsheviks there."!! What had started out as the Union of Chinese Workers 
now veered in a decidedly Turkic nationalist direction, a case of Muslim revo- 
lutionaries commandeering a Comintern body for their own ends. 

Strictly speaking, the Revolutionary Union was already an illegal organ- 
ization. With the conclusion of the Anglo-Soviet pact in March 1921, the Co- 
mintern Turkbiuro in Tashkent had been officially wound up, and it is possible 
that Soviet diplomats had no knowledge of its continued existence. In October, 
Turkistan Commission member Adolf Joffe lodged a detailed complaint to the 
Executive Committee of the Comintern on the Turkbiuro’s ongoing activities, 
noting that its work among Xinjiang émigrés could only strain relations with 
China." This may well have been true, though the Turkish lieutenant Sabir 
Ahmed was leading the union in not so much an anti-Chinese direction as an 
anti-Soviet one. When Enver Pasha reached Bukhara from Moscow in No- 
vember, Sabir Ahmed, Osman Khoja, and other members of the union’s Cen- 
tral Committee left to join him.? In due course Enver Pasha broke with the 
Bolsheviks and rallied Turkistan’s Muslim nationalists to his cause, striking 
out for the highlands of eastern Bukhara. Sabir Ahmed and his “Uyghur” allies 
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followed him, swelling the ranks of the anti-Soviet Basmachi guerillas. The 
union’s turn to pan-Turkist militancy must have confirmed its critics’ deepest 
suspicions, and at the end of 1921 the Communist Party of Turkistan voted to 
disband its Central Committee. 


The Three Uyghur Peoples 


Up until this point, the Uyghurist framework had served the Taranchi Com- 
munists well—winning them a seat at the Comintern Congress—and they must 
have been reluctant to abandon it. Yet the implosion of the Revolutionary Union 
of Altishahri and Jungharian Workers was a major blow for the party members 
associated with it and left a legacy of suspicion among Soviet officials. There 
was now little prospect of the Communist Party of Turkistan or the Comintern 
endorsing a united-front collaboration between Taranchi or Kashgari Communists 
and non-party émigrés from Xinjiang. Only in Semireche, where the union’s 
membership consisted mostly of Russian-born Taranchis, was the Revolutionary 
Union permitted to keep functioning.’ As an organization, though, the Revo- 
lutionary Union was poorly suited to meet the needs of the local Taranchi 
peasantry. Given its Comintern origins, there remained a perception that the 
union had been exclusively tasked with revolutionary work in Xinjiang. Local 
agricultural organs viewed it as an organization of foreigners, who did not enjoy 
rights to the land, and the union could do little to assist its members through 
the process of land reform. 

The Taranchis, Kashgaris, and Dungans still hardly registered in the admin- 
istrative bodies of Soviet Turkistan, which left them no obvious alternative to 
working through the Revolutionary Union. Turkistan’s own Commissariat of 
Nationalities did not include them in its national-minority subdivisions, ren- 
dering them practically invisible from the state’s point of view. At the end of 
1921, though, an opportunity presented itself when Abdullah Rozibaqiev was 
invited to Tashkent to take up a position in the Communist Party of Turkistan 
Central Committee’s sub-branch of national minorities. This party body took 
responsibility for political work among a diverse range of groups in Central Asia, 
and its divisions were not always defined in strictly national terms. It included 
sections for local, “Bukharan” Jews; Polish and Hungarian sections, comprising 
former POWs; a Tatar-Bashkir section, uniting a long-standing diaspora in 
Russian Turkistan; and also an Iranian-Azerbaijani section, continuing the 
Comintern Turkbiuro’s work among these émigrés. With Rozibaqiev’s arrival, 
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Uyghur Communist sections and Uyghur Communist Youth organizations 
were added to this list. 

These Uyghur sections were to be attached to party bodies throughout So- 
viet Turkistan and to recruit among Taranchis, Kashgaris, and Dungans. Ini- 
tially the leadership of these sections was entrusted to the Uyghur Communist 
Section attached to the Semireche Provincial Committee. The sections still 
hoped to influence émigré politics elsewhere in Turkistan, and to this end Ro- 
zibaqiev lobbied for permission to create a Turkistan Regional Bureau (Kraib- 
iuro) of Uyghur Communist Sections, to be based in Vernyi, that would pick 
up where the Revolutionary Union had left off and reach out to progressive cir- 
cles in Xinjiang. The Regional Bureau of Uyghur Communist Sections was 
officially launched in March 1923. Having put Uyghur organizing work on a 
new footing, Abdullah Rozibaqiev proposed collapsing the Revolutionary Union 
into the Ploughman Union (Qoshchi), an organization catering to the needs of 
Soviet Turkistan’s poor peasants. At a conference of the Revolutionary Union 
in 1922, Rozibagiev's resolution passed, with only Qadir Haji speaking against 
it.'° With its last remaining branch liquidated, the activities of the Revolutionary 
Union of Altishahri and Jungharian Workers—Uyghur ground to a halt." 

Rozibaqiev's new orientation was a partial success for the Taranchis. Ad- 
dressing Taranchi complaints, a provincial congress of the Ploughman Union 
reversed previous policy and determined that Taranchis should enjoy the same 
rights to land as the Kazakhs. Along with this, a Taranchi farming cooperative 
was established in Vernyi. The peasant organization offered little for Kashgari 
traders and laborers, though, and Qadir Haji saw the liquidation of the Revo- 
lutionary Union as a blow for his constituency.'* Although Qadir Haji was ap- 
pointed head of the Kashgari cells within the Ploughman Union, he naturally 
saw this as a significant step down from his previous status as chairman of the 
Semireche Branch of the Revolutionary Union.” 

The creation of Uyghur party sections did not immediately shift the terms 
of debate on the meaning of Uyghur identity. The Regional Bureau of Uyghur 
Sections still saw itself as representing the interests of three groups—the Taran- 
chis, Kashgaris, and Dungans—and worked closely with Muslims of other 
backgrounds, most notably Tatar activists in Vernyi, such as Zarif Bashiri. In 
its reports, the Regional Bureau of Uyghur Sections spoke in terms of not one 
but three Uyghur peoples (Uigurskie narodnosti). Registers of Uyghur Commu- 
nist sections show that members still hailed from diverse backgrounds, making 
such sections similar to local branches of the Revolutionary Union.?? Yet from 
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an administrative point of view, the existence of Uyghur party sections en- 
tailed that the Uyghurs would be treated as a single entity, with resources desig- 
nated for Uyghur, as opposed to Taranchi or Kashgari, initiatives. Not surpris- 
ingly, this soon became a source of contention. When the Regional Bureau of 
Uyghur Sections opened a school in Vernyi in 1923, they insisted that it was a 
Uyghur school, taking both Taranchis and Kashgaris, as well as children of 
other nationalities.?! However, the Kashgari cell of the Ploughman Union com- 
plained that it was nothing but a Taranchi school, and lobbied to establish a 
Kashgari school of its own.?? Such local quarrels did nothing to allay the bad 
blood between the Taranchi and Kashgari leaderships. 

In many respects the Uyghur Communist sections in Semireche carried on 
where the Uyghur Club had left off and served as a vehicle for the Taranchi 
Jadidists-cum-Communists. The Uyghur Club continued to be a focal point 
for political activity, though with certain modifications. Like the Soviet Houses 
of Culture that now sprang up throughout Turkistan, its schedule of activities 
blended political indoctrination with cultural forms pioneered by pre- 
revolutionary radicals. The short-shirt Nazarkhoja Abdusamadov's writings on 
Taranchi history remained an inspiration, and in 1922 the Provincial Bureau 
of Uyghur Communist sections directed some of its limited resources to pub- 
lishing his History of the Taranchi Turks (Taranchi Türklárning Tarikhi), which 
synthesized his writings for prerevolutionary Jadidist periodicals. They also pub- 
lished Abdusamadov’s long poetic rendering of Nazugum, the story of a female 
heroine in the Ili Valley and her resistance to foreign tyrants.?? These same ex- 
Jadidists also set about reviving the newspaper Voice of the Poor (Kämbäghällär 
Awazi), the first issue of which had come out as a handwritten lithograph to 
coincide with the Tashkent Congress of the Revolutionary Union in 1921. Ina 
meeting of the Regional Bureau of Uyghur Sections in September 1923, 
Abdullah Rozibaqiev was appointed editor-in-chief, with an editorial committee 
including Abdusamadoy, his long-standing Tatar collaborator Zarif Bashiri, and 
Sabirjan Shakirjanov, a Bashkir schoolteacher who had also written frequently 
for the Jadidist press.?* 

As the first issues of Voice of the Poor rolled off the press, the Taranchi Com- 
munists launched a new united-front organization called Progressive (Táráqq- 
iparvar), which held its first conference in April 1924.” Progressive invoked the 
name of a short-lived Jadidist network that had come into being in Semireche 
around 1905.75 It set itself the familiar goals of pedagogical reform and criti- 
cism of superstitious anomalies in the faith, hoping “to unify and activate the 


184 Uyghur Nation 


ideologically progressive Jadidists . . . who had earlier worked to improve edu- 
cation, for collaboration in cultural-enlightenment work among the Uyghurs . . . 
and carry out a struggle against the perversion of the sharia by faithless 
imams and mullas.” An initial list of Progressive’s members totaled thirty-five, 
including Abdullah Rozibaqiev and Nazarkhoja Abdusamadov. Its activities 
included raising financial support for local schools and for students in Tashkent, 
running literacy courses, and creating a Spiritual Board (Ruhanilar idarási) of 
pro-Soviet mullas. Members were expected to pay monthly dues, and to sub- 
scribe to periodicals such as Voice of the Poor?" A second route to influence for 
the Communists was via the mashrab, communal gatherings that involved both 
music, song, and moral instruction, often with a religious dimension. Soviet 
officials saw the mashrab as potentially subversive and prohibited it in Semi- 
reche until the end of 1923. The new Soviet mashrab was required to publish 
its “plan of work" and subscribe to at least two newspapers: Turkistan, the 
central organ of the Communist Party of Turkistan, and Voice of the Poor. 
These Red Mashrabs had their own elected administrations and collected weekly 
membership dues.?? 

The prevailing notion of Uyghur identity in the early 1920s derived from a 
conception of the Muslims of China as genealogically linked to the Uyghurs. 
In actuality, though, such an idea was still not widely held, and the linguistic 
case for unity was equally important. At Semireche's first Provincial Congress 
of Uyghur Communists in 1922, it was argued that "the view that it is inap- 
propriate to combine the Taranchi, Dungans, and Kashgaris into one Uyghur 
section is incorrect, insofar as the Taranchis were originally Kashgaris (Uy- 
ghurs), and the Dungans, although they speak a language of their own which 
is close to Chinese, probably belong to the Uyghurs, and they all speak the same 
Uyghur language.””? Not surprisingly, the status of the Chinese-speaking Dun- 
gans in this three-way alliance became a topic of some debate at this point. A 
month after this meeting, Sabirjan Shakirjanov penned an article for Voice of 
the Poor on the “Dungan Turks” and Bai Yanhu, the famous rebel who had led 
his followers to Russian territory in the 1880s. Presenting various accounts of 
Dungan origins, Shakirjanov concluded that, despite superficial indications to 
the contrary, in essence the Dungans were still the ethnic brethren of the Taran- 
chis and Kashgaris: "there is no doubt that they are Mongolized and Sinicized 
sons of Turk."?? 

This idea of the Uyghurs as a historical reference point uniting all the Muslim 
Turks of China gave rise to a new sense of China's Muslim northwest as 
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Uyghuristan—the land of the Uyghurs. In light of the national delimitation 
that was to come in 1924-1925, it is common to think of Uyghuristan as 
simply a corollary to the other national -stans—for instance, Kazakhstan or 
Kirghizstan. Yet the first invocations of Uyghuristan appeared well in advance 
of the national delimitation process. Throughout this period a variety of terms 
was used to refer to Xinjiang. The 1921 Tashkent congress, as we have seen, was 
convened with the twin territories of Altishahr and Jungharia in mind, while 
Chinese Turkistan, or Eastern Turkistan, were still common designations for 
the whole of Xinjiang. In a piece published in 1920, Abdullah Rozibaqiev 
referred to “Kashgaristan,” no doubt inspired by the Russian “Kashgaria.”>! 
In poetry, though, Uyghuristan dominated the geographic imagination of 
Xinjiang. In 1922, for example, Abdulhayy Muhammadi, a Taranchi student 
studying in Tashkent, published his poem “My Young Heart” (Yash Yiirigim) in 
the student journal Young Uyghur: “My heart trembles and cries '"Uyghuristan, 
my country! / But it cannot escape its narrow cage and fly."?? 

Given the dominant view of Uyghur identity at this point, it is premature 
to think of Muhammadi's Uyghuristan as some kind of ethnonational republic 
based on a Stalinist conception of the nation. Rather it should be seen as a coun- 
terpart to Turkistan—one the land of the Muslim Turks of Russia, the other 
the land of the Muslim Turks of China. It follows that in early expressions such 
as this, Uyghur nationalism is better thought of as something akin to Turkistani 
nationalism, which prompts us to rethink the relationship between forms of 
Turkic and Muslim nationalism, and Soviet-style ethnonationalism. Cold War 
scholarship depicted a stark clash in the 1920s between these two competing 
forms of nationalism. Most recent work has rejected the implicit privileging of 
Turkistani nationalism as more genuine, or authentic, and with it the divide- 
and-rule view of Soviet nationalities. There is still a tendency, though, to see 
official Soviet nationalities as something very different from prerevolutionary 
national projects. The case of the Uyghurs cautions us against such a clear di- 
chotomy, as Uyghurist discourse evolved from a form of Muslim nationalism 
into a Soviet category of nationality. 

There are parallels here between the case of the Uyghurs and that of the Uz- 
beks. In a revealing analysis, Arne Haugen has shown how in the course of the 
national delimitation process, ethnic Tajiks initially raised no objection to being 
included in the new Soviet Socialist Republic of Uzbekistan. Persian-speaking 
Tajiks did not view the shift in terminology from "Turkistan" to “Uzbekistan” as 
significantly changing the basis of the community to which they belonged—that 
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of the sedentary Muslims of Russian Turkistan. The discourse of Uzbek nation- 
hood was, initially at least, as much a continuation of the Turkistani national 
project as it was a break with it. It was only when the category of “Uzbek” took 
on exclusively Turkic ethnic connotations that a small group of Tajiks started 
agitating for a republic of their own. As Adeeb Khalid points out, many Persian- 
speaking Communists were enthusiastic participants in the “Chaghatayist” 
project that lay behind the construction of Uzbekistan.” Just as radicals in 
Vernyi believed that the Dungans were on the way to assimilating to the Turkic 
Muslim mainstream, so too these “Chaghatayists” felt that the Tajiks would 
eventually merge with the Turkic-speaking community. 

It is not surprising, therefore, that for some the pairing of Uyghuristan and 
Uzbekistan was synonymous with Chinese and Russian Turkistan. In his 
memoirs of the early Soviet period, Turkistan’s Sorrow, the Islamic scholar and 
politician Alikhan Tórà (1884—1976) mourns for his country in just such terms: 
“What has happened Uyghuristan, open your eyes! / Open your eyes, Uzbeki- 
stan, and look at yourself! "?^ Alikhan Téra was a complex individual, who fell 
out with the Soviets in the 1920s and fled to Xinjiang, then served as the first 
president of the Moscow-backed East Turkistan Republic in the 1940s. 
Throughout his memoirs, he speaks consistently of the Uzbeks and Uyghurs as 
"the Turkic peoples of the two Turkistans." Viewed through the lens of Soviet 
orthodoxy on national identity, all this might be seen as evidence for Uzbek 
parochialism on Tórá's part, but in the light of my discussion here I believe 
this would be wrong. Uzbek, for him, simply meant a Muslim Turk of Russian 
Turkistan, and Uyghur, a Muslim Turk of Chinese Turkistan. 


Muslims, Mongols, and the Comintern 


Although the turn toward party sections was a step back from the optimism of 
1921 it was not entirely a turn away from work in Xinjiang. How could it be? 
‘The best case for the allocation of resources to work among the Taranchis or 
Kashgaris in Soviet Turkistan rested on the border-crossing significance of the 
community. The Semireche Provincial Congress of Uyghur Communists in 
1922 spelled this out explicitly: “The importance of work among the Uyghurs 
in the form of national minority sections led by party organs consists of the fact 
that the Communist Party, if not today then tomorrow, will have to grapple with 
the question of Kashgar."? As the Revolutionary Union had done the previous 
year, in 1922 the Semireche Uyghur Communist sections elected three delegates 
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to the upcoming Fourth Congress of the Comintern, to be held in June—July. 
Once again, one each was sent for the Taranchis, Kashgaris, and Dungans: 
Abdullah Rozibaqiev, Qadir Haji, and Masanchi.*° 

Although it had been less than a year since the Central Committee had sided 
with the People’s Commissariat of Foreign Affairs (NKID) and expressed its 
opposition to any move against Chinese interests in Xinjiang, the Bolsheviks 
were still far from achieving their diplomatic goals in China, and there was still 
room to lobby the Comintern to support revolutionary work in China’s north- 
west. This party of three from Semireche were not the only revolutionaries 
heading to Moscow with this objective in mind. On the train from Vernyi, they 
were joined by a Mongol, a man by the name of Lavaryn Demberel (1891— 
1938).?" Demberel had grown up in the Ili Valley and was part of the commu- 
nity of Chahar Mongols who had fled the province in 1912 after clashing with 
the Ili Republicans. Most had eventually returned to Xinjiang, but Demberel’s 
elder brother Sumiyaa had led the holdouts onward to Mongolia, eventually 
settling in the vicinity of Kiakhta. In Mongolia’s new Bogd Khan regime, Sum- 
iyaa obtained the aristocratic title of beise and led Mongolian forces in battle 
against the Chinese along the Inner Mongolian front. In the course of the 1921 
Mongolian revolution, Sumiyaa became a prominent member of the Mongo- 
lian People's Party, and his brother Demberel received a wide commission for 
revolutionary work in Western Mongolia and Xinjiang. 

On declaring independence from the Qing in 1911, the Bogd Khan and his 
court had hoped to include the Altay in the new Mongol nation but had been 
restrained by tsarist Russia. In the early 1920s Mongolian revolutionaries 
in Urga (Ulaanbaatar) hoped to revive claims to the Altay, which in 1918 had been 
incorporated into Xinjiang, and even to the Ili Valley. In 1922, Demberel trav- 
eled to the Ili Valley, where he met with Mongol elites and the spiritual heads 
of the Buddhist community and delivered a speech at a local monastery. At the 
conclusion of his mission he crossed into Semireche, where he joined the Uyghur 
Communists heading to Moscow. On the train they discussed politics in Xin- 
jiang and agreed to coordinate any activity involving the provinces Muslims 
and Mongols.?? Demberel also transmitted a letter from the Ili Valley Mongols 
to Mongolian Communist leaders. “We Mongols of the western Ili district hope 
that Outer Mongolia will not neglect us,” they wrote, “and will show concern 
for us and take us into their protection." From Urga, the Buriat revolutionary 
Rinchino (1888—1938), chairman of Mongolia’s Military-Revolutionary Council, 
added his own commentary to Demberel's reports. Rinchino was a leading 
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proponent of a forward strategy on China's periphery, and he outlined the 
significance of the Xinjiang Mongols for Soviet policy in Asia in terms of the 
close ties between the Xinjiang Mongols and Tibet. These ties meant that 
the Xinjiang Mongols were at risk of being drawn into British intrigues in 
Tibet, but equally that they might act as a conduit for Soviet penetration of 
Tibet, and thus India? 

For the Communist Party of Turkistan to sponsor representatives of 
Uyghur party sections to the Comintern Congress was slightly unorthodox. Only 
one (probably Rozibaqiev) was given consultative voting rights; the other two 
were admitted as guests.*° There was little discussion of the “eastern question” at 
the Fourth Congress, and needless to say policy toward Xinjiang did not make 
it onto the agenda. Rozibaqiev nevertheless made good use of his time in Moscow, 
approaching various sources of support for his vision of a renewed Soviet push 
into Xinjiang. He submitted reports to the Eastern Section of the Comintern 
Executive and the Bolshevik Central Committee, as well as penning a personal 
letter to Stalin, who was now head of the People’s Commissariat of Nationali- 
ties.*! The party leadership evidently gave Rozibaqiev a good hearing. The Cen- 
tral Committee apportioned funds for a weekly newspaper, which went toward 
reviving Voice of the Poor, and referred his other petitions to its newly created 
Central Asia Bureau, which appointed Rozibaqiev as its “plenipotentiary for 
cross-border work among the Uyghur peoples." 

Rozibaqiev was not the only one to receive a commission for work in Xin- 
jiang in 1922. Umar Qari Islamov was among the "Young Kashgaris" from 
Ahmed Kemal's Artush school and had crossed into Russia during the civil war. 
He was one of the first Kashgaris to study at the Communist University of the 
Toilers of the East (KUTV), an institution that was established in 1921 to train 
revolutionaries from Asia. Following this, Islamov took up work for the Com- 
munist Youth International (KIM), which first sent him to Xinjiang in the 
middle of 1922. Like Yaqub Aliev before him, Islamov returned from Xinjiang 
depicting the province's small Jadidist circles as the nucleus of a revolutionary 
party. He identified the leaders of the Turfan organization as Abdulkhaliq (“Uy- 
ghur”) and Maqsud Muhiti, an entrepreneur who had sponsored schools in 
Turfan and hired Tatar teachers from Russia. At the end of 1922, Islamov 
took part in the KIM's Third Congress in Moscow, where he put forward a 
motion to "Recognize the youth movement in Kashgaria and Jungharia as a 
national-liberation movement, seeking national liberation from both the despotic 


Chinese regime, and from the influence of English imperialism.”“4 


From Party to Nation 189 


By 1923, therefore, things were again looking up for the Xinjiang revolu- 
tionaries, allowing them to strike a note of confidence. On February 17, Zarif 
Bashiri’s article on the “Revolutionary Movement in Chinese Turkistan” oc- 
cupied the front page of Turkistan’s main Turkic-language daily, and in it he 
described the struggle in Xinjiang as “gaining strength by the day.’” Taking 
up his new responsibilities, Rozibaqiev devised a plan for an underground con- 
ference of revolutionaries from Xinjiang, intending to summon delegates from 
all but the province’s most remote parts. Chief among his objectives for the 
meeting was to acquaint Xinjiang’s radicals with Soviet perspectives on the rev- 
olution in Asia and to unify the most “healthy” elements in a single party. He 
even went to the trouble of drafting a program for the party, in which he sought 
to reconcile his vision of national self-determination with Soviet diplomatic 
goals in Xinjiang. While he listed as the party’s primary task the “struggle 
against Chinese and English imperialism” directed toward the creation of a So- 
viet republic in Xinjiang, he also noted that one of its tasks would be to culti- 
vate in Xinjiang “a decisive public opinion in favor of establishing permanent 
trade and diplomatic relations with Russia.”*° To carry out this program Ro- 
zibaqiev pinned his hopes on the province’s Jadidists, and he called for agita- 
tion among Xinjiang’s madrasa students in the Jadidist spirit (while avoiding 
what he referred to as Jadidism’s “pan-Islamist tendency”). His program 
highlighted the unfinished business of prerevolutionary activism: the need to 
popularize the new-style Jadidist maktab and appropriate wagf income to fund 
education. The Central Asia Bureau endorsed the proposal and assigned fifty 
thousand rubles to fund a meeting in July at the Qarqara trading fair, a popular 
prerevolutionary bazaar that had just reopened.” 

Meanwhile, as Rozibaqiev lobbied the Central Asia Bureau, the Buriat 
revolutionary Rinchino was also holding talks with the Comintern, hoping to 
win support for further work among the Xinjiang Mongols. The Comintern 
approved his plan, too, and appointed two further plenipotentiaries to Xinjiang: 
Lavaryn Demberel and the Buriat revolutionary Siren Arabdynovich Natsov 
(1898-1938), who was working as a Comintern representative in western 
Mongolia. 

The extent to which these various plenipotentiaries collaborated is hard to 
say. At this point, unfortunately, my sources fall silent, and much of this plan- 
ning seems to have run into opposition from the NKID. Moscow was now pro- 
viding support to the Guomindang in Canton, and the Far Eastern Bureau of 
the Comintern’s enthusiasm for agitation on China’s periphery was being 
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checked by the NKID and increasingly by the Joint State Political Administra- 
tion (OGPU), the Soviet Union’s secret police. Rozibaqiev's clandestine con- 
ference, if it occurred, produced nothing in the way of results, and the same 
can be said for Demberel and Natsov's mission to Xinjiang in 1923. In 1924 an 
NKID official reported to the OGPU in Semireche that rumors were circulating 
in the Ili Valley of an impending invasion by armed partisans of the Uyghur 
Union, led by Abdullah Rozibaqiev. Given the weak state of Uyghur organiza- 
tions, he speculated that these rumors had been concocted either by the Chi- 
nese themselves or by the Soviet Union's imperialist enemies—all of which 
placed Rozibaqiev in a highly compromising position 28 Natsov remained in 
Xinjiang until early 1924, but his reports show a marked sensitivity to the 
NKIDS5 growing hostility to pan-Mongolism.? In a long report submitted in 
1925, Rinchino mentions a conference of Mongol and Muslim revolutionaries, 
scheduled for autumn of 1924, that “for some reason” never occurred.?? For the 
time being, the window for Muslim-Mongol collaboration in Xinjiang had 
closed. 


Tashkent 1924: The Split 


Domestically, too, the Uyghur Communists were struggling to make headway. 
Affiliated to the Semireche Provincial Committee, the Regional Bureau of 
Uyghur Communist Sections had little influence beyond the bounds of Vernyi. 
From there it took up to three weeks to travel to Tashkent, the political heart 
of Soviet Turkistan, and it was even farther to the significant Kashgari popula- 
tion in the Ferghana Valley. At a meeting in January 1924, the Regional Bu- 
reau expressed its concern over the "almost complete lack of party work among 
Uyghur workers and laborers" in the Ferghana Valley?! The same meeting noted 
that just across the mountains to the south the Uyghur Revolutionary Union 
was continuing to function illegally, in its original multinational form. In 
Pishpek, they heard, it was far exceeding its original remit by confiscating and 
redistributing land among local Kashgaris.? The looming process of national 
territorial delimitation threatened to compound this isolation, as Kazakh Com- 
munists lobbied for Semireche to be split off from Turkistan and incorporated 
into the Kazakh Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic. 

The most troubling indication of the Semireche Communists’ limited reach 
was the continued strength of the Chinese-appointed aqsaqals in Turkistan. De- 
spite having identified the “struggle with agsaqaldom” as the first priority for 
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Uyghur Communists, they had made little progress on this front. Soviet au- 
thorities never recognized the agsagals, but avoided attacking them directly, and 
on occasion entered into negotiations with them as representatives of the Xin- 
jiang authorities. Particularly in remote parts of Turkistan, the agsagals thrived 
in the new environment. On a reconnaissance mission for the Comintern in 
Qaraqol in 1921, one official was shocked to find the agsagal, a man named 
Hashim, carrying out quasi-consular functions to a greater degree than any 
other agsaqals he had witnessed. “He has an official sign,” he reported, “like 
that of a diplomatic representative, and occupies a section of the best real estate 
in town. He has guards, conducts semiofficial relations with his government, 
and has a whole series of documents regarding diplomatic immunity. . . . Simply 
put, he is more or less an official spy of the Chinese government." ^? 

Soviet discourse was reluctant to admit it, but many Kashgaris benefited 
from the presence of aqsagals on Soviet territory. The agsaqals provided an in- 
stitutional skeleton to the Kashgari community that enabled them to validate 
their presence on foreign soil, prove their identity as Chinese subjects, and pro- 
tect their interests in an often dangerous environment. Disturbed by accounts 
of the aqsaqals suspicious dealings, in 1922 the NKID decreed that they were 
to be stripped of official functions and that documents they issued would have 
no legal validity?^ In response to the NKID’s decision, five men calling them- 
selves the "plenipotentiaries of the Chinese-subject Kashgaris in Tashkent" 
penned a letter of protest. They did not assert a distinctive Kashgari, let alone 
Uyghur, identity; rather, they described themselves as Uzbeks from Chinese 
Turkistan, which meant that they were indistinguishable from locals in Tash- 
kent. Many of their community, they went on, had been unable to obtain pass- 
ports from the Chinese authorities for some time, and without the testimony 
of the aqsaqal Chong Akhun it would be impossible to prove that they were 
Chinese subjects. Chong Akhun, they explained, had played an important role 
in translating political goings-on for them: "As we are illiterate we have not had 
the opportunity to acquaint ourselves with the resolutions and decrees of the 
Republic of Turkistan's governing bodies, not knowing where to turn in mat- 
ters or to which institution. In such circumstances we always made recourse to 
the aqsaqal, who assisted and guided us.” 

To compete with the aqsaqals, and remedy the neglect and chaos they saw 
at work among the Xinjiang émigrés, the Regional Bureau of Uyghur party sec- 
tions needed to break out of their isolation. To this end, the bureau decided to 
hold its next convention of party sections not in Vernyi, but in Tashkent. Among 
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the items of business at the convention would be a proposal to relocate the Re- 
gional Bureau permanently to Turkistan’s capital.°° Tashkent made sense as a 
base for work, as it was home to representatives of each of the various groups 
that the bureau claimed to represent. In the nineteenth century Kashgari refu- 
gees from Qing Xinjiang had established a neighborhood there, and since then 
the trading diaspora of Chinese-subject Kashgaris had also grown. The city’s 
new role as the center of higher learning in Central Asia was also drawing 
Taranchi and Kashgari students. These students had organized themselves into 
a Uyghur section of the local Komsomol, and in 1921 had issued a short-lived 
journal called Young Uyghur. 

Yet while the Regional Bureau presented the convention as a bid for unity, 
some of its members were agitating for a split. For Qadir Haji, the bureau's lack 
of contact with its constituents elsewhere in Turkistan had nothing to do with 
geography, but reflected the Taranchis’ reluctance to devote resources to work 
among the Kashgaris. He was critical, too, of Rozibagiev's failures in cross- 
border work, which he attributed to Rozibaqiev's ignorance of conditions in 
Xinjiang. This wrangling placed the Regional Bureau in an awkward position. 
It needed to expand its reach into Kashgari communities, but the member of 
the bureau leadership in the best position to do so was Qadir Haji himself. 
He was sent out twice in 1924, first to Pishpek, and then to the Ferghana Valley, 
ostensibly to strengthen local Uyghur Communist sections in preparation for 
the forthcoming convention.” Freed from the constraints of work in Semireche, 
Qadir Haji instead took the opportunity to build up his support among 
Kashgaris and mobilized a contingent from the Ferghana Valley to back up his 
intervention in Tashkent. 

The Regional Bureau's convention met in May 1924, following the conclu- 
sion of the eighth, and last, congress of the Communist Party of Turkistan. The 
order of business included reports from the Regional Bureau, discussion of the 
state of Uyghur Communist sections, agitation and propaganda work, educa- 
tion, and publishing—none of which gives an indication of the real issues at 
stake? The Kashgaris from Ferghana rejected the leadership of the Taranchis, 
calling instead for the formation of their own Altishahri party sections. The 
Tashkent students tried to mediate the conflict, but when it came to a vote, the 
frustrated Taranchis joined the Kashgaris in endorsing a split, with only 
the Tashkent representatives voting for unity. Qadir Haji's group declared their 
independence from the Semireche leadership and formed a regional bureau of 
Altishahri-Jungharian Communists affiliated to the Central Committee of the 
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Communist Party of Turkistan. “Although the path of Communists of all na- 
tionalities is the same,” he explained in justifying his actions, “the complete di- 
vergence of interests of the mass of Altishahris and Taranchis does not allow 
them to follow the same path, and it is still too early for unity and collabora- 
tive work.” The Tashkent group refused to join either of the feuding regional 
bureaus, and instead organized their own provincial bureau, bringing the total 
number of bodies to three? 

Events in Tashkent raised the vitriol between the warring parties to new 
levels, as both sides jostled for official backing, and in the process assailed each 
other with potentially damaging accusations. Rozibaqiev clearly saw Qadir Haji 
as a demagogue more interested in collaborating with non-party men of influ- 
ence than with genuine Kashgari Communists. He mocked “Qadir Haji and 
his disciples (murid)” as conservative pan-Islamists, and accused him of frater- 
nizing with dubious religious figures such as the Syrian Shami Damolla (who 
was now teaching hadith in Tashkent), and even with the Basmachi. Others 
raised accusations of Chinese espionage against the Kashgaris. The Kash- 
garis responded in kind, calling attention to Rozibaqiev's petit bourgeois class 
background. A letter written by Qadir Haji's supporters from Ferghana re- 
vived old anti-Jadidist themes, that they were working for the Russians (it 
accused him of spying for the tsarist police), and reminded authorities that Ro- 
zibaqiev's father had been a loyal tsarist mulla: “This Rozibaqiev was raised by 
the haram upbringing of this priest father of his."*? They accused Rozibaqiev 
of “wearing a Uyghur mask . . . to interfere and stifle for his own ends the poli- 
cies and actions of our leader [Qadir Haji] Hashim Hajiev." In 1924, such 
accusations might still be considered overheated rhetoric, but in years to come 
they would resound to much more serious effect. 

The other consequence of the rift in 1924 was that the Dungans now left 
the coalition and went their own way, as a national minority in their own 
right. The Dungan leader Masanchi had served on the Regional Bureau of 
Uyghur Communists until 1924, but in the wake of the split, the Dungans 
established their own local party organizations.?' With impeccable timing, Voice 
of the Poor printed an article in late 1924 by Zarif Bashiri criticizing Sabirjan 
Shakirjanov’s earlier appraisal of the Dungans as Sinicized Turks, arguing in- 
stead that the Dungans were “purely Chinese” and accusing those who thought 
otherwise of wanting “to fool people with historical science.” Bashiri may 
have had a direct hand in the split too. Sean Roberts records a story that in the 
1920s the Vernyi Taranchis offended local Dungans by putting on a concert 
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lampooning them as allies of the Qing. This may correspond to Bashiri’s play 
Sadir Khonruq, which glorified a Taranchi hero of the nineteenth-century anti- 
Qing rebellion in the Ili Valley and was first performed in Vernyi in 1923.° 
Whether or not this was an aggravating factor, it seems that such a split was 
likely to occur sooner or later. The Dungans had brought with them to Russia 
the distinct historical narratives that they maintained in China, which must 
have set limits on how far they would be willing to collaborate with the Uyghu- 
rist project. Today, neither Dungan nor Uyghur accounts of the Soviet 1920s 
make mention of the time when the Dungans were considered one of the three 
Uyghur peoples. 


National Delimitation and the 
Threat of Assimilation 


The national delimitation of Central Asia was the centerpiece of Bolshevik 
nationalities policy in Turkistan. The project had two aspects to it: the codifi- 
cation and rationalization of nationality categories (in preparation for the 
census of 1926), and the delineation of territorial units that best reflected the 
national composition of Turkistan's regions. The idea of dividing Turkistan into 
national republics had been floated as early as 1920, but the exigencies of the 
civil war had seen it postponed. Beginning in 1923, autonomous provinces 
had been carved out of the republics of Bukhara and Khorazm, but this only 
hinted at the more drastic changes to come the following year, which saw the 
creation of Soviet republics of Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, and Kazakhstan, 
and autonomous provinces for the Kirghiz and Tajiks. Throughout the delin- 
eation and for years to come, debate raged surrounding the identities of 
contested population groups and the boundaries that would either include or 
exclude them from the new territorial units. 

For national minorities, the Soviet system of "nested" autonomy held out the 
prospect of circumscribed forms of autonomy within the new republics. For the 
Taranchis and Kashgaris this raised the question of how to obtain the best out- 
come for themselves. On the one hand, the policy created an incentive to em- 
phasize unity among the Uyghurs so as to play up the size and significance of the 
community. In 1924 the Semireche Taranchis’ effort to shift the center of Uy- 
ghur organizing to Tashkent was motivated by a desire to represent the broader 
community of Xinjiang émigrés in Turkistan and prevent themselves from 
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ending up isolated in Kazakhstan. On the other hand, the prospect of a cam- 
paign for some form of territorial autonomy would inevitably exacerbate existing 
tensions between the Taranchis and Kashgaris, as the question would immedi- 
ately arise: Where to locate that autonomy? In the relatively compact Taranchi 
cantons of Semireche, or in the Kashgari heartland of the Ferghana Valley? 

The splintering of the Regional Bureau of Uyghur Communist Sections 
freed each faction to lobby for its own vision of autonomy. Qadir Haji and his 
Regional Bureau of Altishahri Communists directed their energies toward Fer- 
ghana, where they laid claim to the descendants of the nineteenth-century 
emigration. Many of these refugees from the anti-Qing jihad had already 
blended in to the local community, well before anyone thought to ask them 
whether they considered themselves to be “Uzbek” or “Uyghur.” An ethno- 
graphic survey of the region in 1917, which informed the national delimitation 
process, argued that “in their way of life, language, and ethnographic type [the 
Kashgaris] in no way differ from the rest of the Ferghana Uzbeks."54 In 1925 a 
Voice of the Poor correspondent from Semireche made a tour of the Ferghana 
Valley and found two thousand of these Qing-era migrants in the village of 
Kashgar Qishlaq near Osh working in cotton cultivation. He was distressed to 
see that “the language and customs of the Kashgar Qishlaq Uyghurs, especially 
among the young, have changed. [Only] among the elderly is our own language 
used and can our old customs be found." 

Population figures were now the currency of politics, and the case for au- 
tonomy rested on the identity of these Kashgaris, who were residing in some of 
the most hotly contested territories of the national delimitation, and Qadir Haji 
was not the only one interested in claiming them. The stenographic record ofa 
meeting of the Territorial Commission discussing a group of Uzbeks living along 
the proposed border between Uzbekistan and the Kirghiz Autonomous Prov- 
ince records the following interjection: 


From the floor: I am interested as to whether the interests of the 
Kashgari population who live in Naryn and Ferghana are being 
considered. 'They form a whole with the Kashgaris of Qaraqol, Naryn 
and Kokand. 

Chair: We have received your suggestion . . . 

From the floor: The fact is, among the 120,000 Uzbeks who are being 


discussed, more than half of them are Kashgaris.56 
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In August 1924, Qadir Haji’s Altishahri Regional Bureau held a meeting on 
the delimitation policy. They communicated their concerns to the Central Asia 
Bureau that Kashgaris in the Ferghana Valley were being fought over by the 
Kirghiz and Uzbeks, who were each registering the Kashgaris as their own.” 

In establishing his Regional Bureau of Altishahri Communists, Qadir Haji 
had initially turned his back on Uyghurist rhetoric, which he criticized as a 
thinly veiled form of Taranchi nationalism. Instead he claimed to represent the 
Altishahris or Kashgaris, of whom he reckoned there were a half-million in the 
Ferghana Valley.ć8 Yet there was a risk to this approach. For Soviet ethnogra- 
phers, identifying oneself by native place was a category error, and they freely 
classified self-professed “Andijanis” or “Samarkandis” as either Uzbek or Tajik. 
“Kashgari” could easily be treated in the same way, while “Uyghur” would be 
more resistant to such assimilation. There was, furthermore, little to be lost in 
switching to the discourse of Uyghur nationhood, as those who had already 
done so still located the majority of the Uyghurs in the Ferghana Valley. Statis- 
tics presented by the Tashkent Uyghurs in 1925 offered a figure of 600,000 Uy- 
ghurs in Turkistan, made up of 300,000 in Uzbekistan, 70,000 in the Kirghiz 
Autonomous Province, 115,000 in Kazakhstan, and the remaining 15,000 in 
Turkmenistan and Tajikistan.© In Voice of the Poor a student in Tashkent went 
further: “If we collected all the Uyghurs in Soviet Turkistan,” he wrote, “they 
would amount to more than a million."7? 

Facing an assimilationist threat in the Ferghana Valley, Qadir Haji swung 
around behind the Uyghurist position. Not only did he appropriate the Taranchi 
discourse of Uyghur genealogy, he went further in arguing that the Uyghurs 
constituted a nation in their own right. As Arne Haugen has described, Qadir 
Haji's Regional Bureau of Altishahri Communists held a meeting in Osh, which 
passed a resolution reproducing Stalin's definition of the nation to show that 
the Uyghurs exhibited a “common language, territory, economic life, and psy- 
chological make-up manifested in a common culture," and arguing for the cre- 
ation of an autonomous Uyghur district in the Ferghana Valley."! From this 
point on Qadir Haji started to speak in terms of two nationalities: the Uyghurs 
(formerly Kashgaris), and the Taranchis. To distinguish the naturalized 
nineteenth-century Kashgari diaspora from more recently arrived Chinese sub- 
jects, he coined the terms “Old Uyghurs” and “New Uyghurs.” 

We see here how the weak boundaries between the Kashgaris and their 
neighbors in the Ferghana Valley created an incentive for Kashgari leaders to 
adopt the rhetoric of Uyghur distinctiveness. In Semireche, by contrast, the 


From Party to Nation 197 


Taranchis lived in islands of settled communities surrounded by nomadic Ka- 
zakhs, and there was no such threat of assimilation. While the Taranchi Com- 
munists had pioneered Uyghur nationalist rhetoric, and continued to organize 
in Uyghur party sections, the heightening of national tensions in Semireche 
around the delimitation policy obliged them to fall back on familiar notions of 
Taranchi history and identity. The campaign for autonomy in Semireche was 
firmly grounded in the claims of Taranchis as an established community with 
historic grievances surrounding land rights. 

In 1925, following the creation of the Kazakh Autonomous Soviet Socialist 
Republic, the Yettisu (as Semireche was now officially known) Bureau of 
Taranchi Communist Sections in Vernyi submitted a lengthy report to the local 
party leadership, detailing the hardship they had suffered through the land re- 
form process and requesting the formation of an autonomous okrug centered 
on Zharkent, uniting the Taranchi cantons in Zharkent District with those to 
the east of Vernyi.”? They complained that dozens of Taranchi households had 
been evicted since the implementation of Soviet land reforms; water resources 
previously allocated to Taranchis now went to neighboring Kazakh lands, which 
had led to a decrease in land under cultivation; and livestock confiscated from 
wealthy Taranchis in Ghaljat was driven long distances and given to Kazakhs, 
instead of being distributed among poor locals. As a result, famine continued 
to threaten the Taranchis throughout the 1920s.” The creation of Kazakhstan 
had only led to new grievances. By a resolution of the Yettisu Gubernia Com- 
mittee (Gubkom) in August 1925, the lone Taranchi cooperative had been dis- 
solved on the ground that there were not to be any national cooperatives. 

The local party leadership responded harshly to this petitioning. In February 
1926, the Yettisu Gubernia Committee discussed what it called the “Taranchi 
question,” noting that “a series of Taranchi workers have directed their activity 
toward the separation of the Taranchi population into an autonomous unit." 
To this end, these Taranchis had been agitating among both party members 
and non-party individuals, with a network reaching into the rural cantons. The 
meeting found the formation of a Taranchi okrug “inexpedient and impossible,” 
and envisaged the need to further educate its Vernyi and Zharkent organiza- 
tions on nationalities policy and to remove some Taranchis from leadership 
positions.” Yet this did not put an end to the agitation. In 1927 a Tatar school- 
teacher in Zharkent sent a letter directly to the president of the Soviet Union, 
Mikhail Kalinin, arguing for an autonomous Taranchi republic, or at the very 
least a Taranchi province, basing his case on the fact that “our local Taranchis 
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are related to the Taranchis in China, and have connections with them. 
Among Turkic peoples there is a tradition of watching one’s neighbors, taking 
pride in them and imitating them. If the local Taranchis provide an example, 
the Chinese Taranchis will respond enthusiastically."? Eventually, in 1927, a 
Taranchi National Canton was delineated to the south of Zharkent, but before 
this came into being the process of “rayonization” (raionirovanie) intervened. 
This led to the formation of two Taranchi raions in the Alma-Ata (formerly 
Vernyi) Okrug: Chilek and Zharkent." 

On the Uyghur question, circumstances had compelled the Kashgari and 
Taranchi leaderships to switch positions. The situation must have been extremely 
confusing for those tasked with finalizing a list of ethnic categories for the up- 
coming union-wide census of 1926. A 1924 questionnaire for party cadres in 
Semireche offered space to identify as Uyghur, but with a follow-up question 
in brackets: Dungan? Kashgari?’’ In 1925 the Commission for the Study of the 
Tribal Composition of the Population of Russia noted two trends among the 
Xinjiang émigré community: while recognizing that some Kashgaris and Taran- 
chis had begun to call themselves Uyghurs, they also found that in some re- 
gions "Kashgari" was being given greater ethnic significance. Hence this body 
decided to treat the Taranchis and Kashgaris as separate nationalities./? The 
census ended up classifying the Uyghurs as an “ethnographic group" (etnogra- 
ficheskaia gruppa), one of several groups who had yet to meet the criteria for 
full nationhood. As Francine Hirsch has described, census takers were instructed 
that if someone supplied their nationality as “Uyghur,” they were to inquire fur- 
ther as to whether they were “Kashgaris, Dungans, Kalmyks, or Taranchis.”” 

This mode of questioning reflected the prevailing skepticism toward the Uy- 
ghurs as a full-blown nationality. The census also offers a rough measure of the 
relative popularity of these terms in the mid-1920s, the best guide to the con- 
sequences of this period of intense debate surrounding national identities and 
political boundaries. In Uzbekistan census takers recorded 31,941 Uyghurs 
and 4,421 Kashgaris. This suggests that, as expected, many thousands of pre- 
revolutionary Kashgari émigrés ended up classified as Uzbeks, but that among 
those who did not— probably Chinese subjects for the most part—proponents 
of Uyghur identity had made considerable headway. In the Kirghiz Autono- 
mous Province, where the penetration of party organizations was at its 
weakest, only 73 individuals registered as Uyghurs compared with 7,467 
Kashgaris. Finally in Kazakhstan, 10,510 Uyghurs were counted, as opposed to 
51,803 Taranchis, 8,455 Dungans, and 1,121 Kashgaris.?? Here only around 
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May Day rally of the Ploughman (Qoshchi) Union, Zharkent, 1927. (Central State 
Archive of Film, Photo, and Audio Documents of the Republic of Kazakhstan.) 


15 percent of the three putative “Uyghur nations” registered themselves as Uy- 
ghurs, with the great majority of Taranchis still identifying as Taranchis. Thus 
while Qadir Haji had failed to influence the naturalized Kashgari émigrés of 
the nineteenth century (his “Old Uyghurs”), he had nevertheless succeeded in 
making the Ferghana Valley officially home to Soviet Turkistan’s largest popu- 
lation of Uyghurs. 

‘There was a difference, of course, between registering the Uyghurs as an of 
ficial Soviet nationality and creating such a nation in reality. Territorial au- 
tonomy for the newly classified Uyghurs of the Ferghana Valley was minimal—a 
handful of village soviets around Andijan—and the allocation of resources to 
Uyghur institutions still depended on the whim of local officials.8! A 1926 
survey found seven “Uyghur” schools in the Ferghana Valley with a total of 
around three hundred students, but that the textbooks and language of instruc- 
tion in these schools was no different from those of Uzbek schools. “These 
schools should not be regarded as Uyghur schools,” noted the report, “but rather 
as centers of national assimilation. This hardly accords with our well-known 
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slogan on the self-determination of nations.”* In this case this was seen as a 
problem: “It seems to me that we must pay the most serious attention to the 
Uyghurs, as a nationality of great revolutionary significance in relation to 
China.” Elsewhere, though, officials were happy for Uyghurs to blend in with 
their Uzbek neighbors. The editors of Turkistan expressed a typical attitude in 
1924, applauding the opening ofa joint Uyghur-Uzbek school in Qaraqol: “Col- 
laboration between the Uyghurs and the Uzbeks in the sphere of education 
and culture is to be desired, as they are very close to one another in language 
and history." 5? In the Kirghiz Autonomous Province, one official noted that 
work among the Uyghur national minority was going well, because "this na- 
tionality, especially in the Osh district, has lost its national outlook and inde- 
pendence and merged with the Uzbeks, thanks to which on most occasions they 
carry out work together with the Uzbeks.”*4 

Such sentiments can be read as a desire on the part of Uzbek Communists 
to pursue an incomplete national project by assimilating neighboring Turkic- 
speaking peoples. In 1928, during an inquisition into “Uzbek nationalism" 
among party intellectuals in Central Asia, one of the accusations raised was that 
the Uzbek state publishing house was refusing to print textbooks in Uyghur, 
arguing that “Uyghur is basically Uzbek."55 Yet Qadir Haji would probably not 
have objected to such "Uzbek nationalist" propositions. The 1927 census revealed 
that in Uzbekistan, among those who identified as Uyghur, only one-third regis- 
tered their mother tongue as Uyghur, while two-thirds said that they spoke 
Uzbek.*6 Although Qadir Haji and his allies were capable of reciting the Stalinist 
theory of the nation when it was required of them, his Uyghur nation was essen- 
tiallya Communist twist on the idea of the Muslim Turks of Chinese Turkistan 
as a nation, mirroring the idea of the Uzbeks as the Muslim Turks of Russian 
Turkistan. The two groups had many historical and cultural reference points in 
common, and both saw themselves as heirs to Central Asian high culture and the 
Chaghatay literary legacy. Among the Kashgaris at least, the idea that as Uy- 
ghurs they should distinguish themselves culturally from the Uzbeks was a still 
a novelty at this point, and one that would provoke debate in the years ahead. 


Uyghurists into Uyghurs? 


Events moved fast in the early 1920s, and strategic decisions in the heat of 
political infighting had lasting consequences. The commonly held view that 
Muslims from Xinjiang voted in 1921 to resurrect the Uyghur ethnonym as a 
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full-blown national identity is incorrect, but by 1926 a blueprint for such a 
Uyghur nation had come into being. What occurred in Tashkent in 1921, I 
have argued, was a bid by the young Taranchi Communists from Vernyi to seize 
the reins of organizing work that was based on Chinese subjecthood—local 
Kashgari groups at first, superseded by the spread of the Union of Chinese 
Workers into Turkistan. Gathering these Chinese subjects within a single 
organization provided a forum for the Vernyi Taranchis to project a Uyghurist 
approach to politics across a much larger constituency. At the time, none of 
the Revolutionary Union’s leaders were arguing that the Uyghurs constituted 
an actually existing nation. Yet at the end of a series of twists and turns occa- 
sioned by shifts in Soviet policy, both Abdullah Rozibaqiev and Qadir Haji 
were making precisely this claim. The only problem was that they disagreed on 
where the boundaries lay, with Qadir Haji envisaging a Uyghur nation of 
Chinese-subject Kashgaris, and Rozibaqiev insisting on his view of Taranchi- 
Kashgari unity. 

As much as this case supports a view of the early Soviet Union as an envi- 
ronment conducive to national construction, the outcome of the 1926 census 
provides evidence of the resilience of preexisting forms of community. The 
results clearly show that it was difficult for Uyghurists to break through 
communal bonds established in the tsarist period and revise these in-group 
boundaries. Kashgaris who had settled in Russian territory ended up in the 
same category as the Sarts they had long lived among (i.e., Uzbek). The Taran- 
chis, a legally enshrined nationality of tsarist Semireche, mostly remained 
Taranchis. Rather than ethnicity, subjecthood ended up providing the stron- 
gest basis for a distinct Uyghur nation, as shown by Qadir Haji's success in 
branding the Chinese-subject Kashgaris as Uyghurs. Now he at least had some 
facts with which to prove the existence of his version of a Uyghur nation. Ro- 
zibaqiev, by contrast, was obliged to base his case on objective reasoning. Writing 
in Moscow, where he was sent for a period of study in 1925, he argued that 
"there is not a single distinguishing feature, neither in economic or daily life, 
nor in language, nor in the history of the Taranchis and Kashgaris. To this one 
must add that they occupy the same territory, the same Chinese province and 
colony. What more must we show to prove that the Kashgaris and Taranchis 
comprise one nation?" 57 

With internal debates and external pressures both unabating, the ambig- 
uous outcome of the national delimitation process was only the beginning of 
the construction of the Uyghur nation, not the end. On the Soviet side of the 
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border the terms of the discourse had now been set by Stalin’s definition of the 
nation; what remained was to add flesh to the bones that this theory provided. 
Ironically, those who were most successful in registering themselves officially 
as Uyghurs were the least interested in carrying out this task of cultural con- 
struction. It was the Semireche Taranchis and their Tatar fellow travelers who 
would take the lead on this front. Meanwhile, on the Chinese side of the border, 
new challenges were about to present themselves, as the eyes of the Bolsheviks 
turned increasingly toward China and the road to Kashgar opened. 


Between the Chinese Revolution 
and the Stalin Revolution 


n May 1924, the same month in which Qadir Haji led the Kashgari walkout 

in Tashkent, Lev Karakhan and Wellington Koo concluded the Sino-Soviet 
treaty of recognition. With this, the Soviets positioned themselves as the cham- 
pions of Chinese sovereignty in a hostile imperialist world, further constricting 
the scope for action in Xinjiang. At a meeting of the Vernyi branch of Qadir 
Haji’s Altishahri and Jungharian Communists, activists who had been looking 
forward to getting their hands on China passed a resolution endorsing the So- 
viet Union’s “Hands Off China” society, and sent a telegram of greetings to 
Guomindang (GMD) leader Sun Yat-sen.' Yet Sino-Soviet friendship was not 
entirely a blow for these Xinjiang Muslims, at least for those who were Chinese 
citizens. After all, Yang Zengxin ruled independently of Beijing, not to mention 
the GMD, which was still based thousands of miles away in Canton. For both 
the warlords of north China and the Chinese Nationalists of the south, col- 
laboration with the Soviets was primarily a means to unify the country, which 
might well mean dislodging Yang from Xinjiang. Far from stabilizing cross- 
border relations in Central Asia, therefore, Sino-Soviet friendship had the 
potential to heighten instability in Xinjiang. 

From 1924 to 1927, the outbreak of Communist-led workers’ revolt in 
Shanghai and Chiang Kai-shek’s Northern Expedition put China at the center 
of Soviet debate on global revolutionary strategy. Whether in collaboration with 
the GMD or through independent action, the Kashgaris hoped that in the midst 
of the revolutionary fervor in China there might be a role for them to play. In- 
stead, by the end of 1927, they found themselves in the eye of a perfect storm 
of Soviet anti-British paranoia and fears of domestic Muslim rebellion, all com- 
pounded by the defeat of Stalin’s policy in China and Chiang Kai-shek’s anti- 
Communist turn. With the prospect of anti-imperialist victories in Asia now 
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diminishing, and the inner-party conflict intensifying, Stalin directed a turn 
from the relatively laissez-faire New Economic Policy toward the new goal of 
collectivization and top-down economic planning. In Central Asia, the arrival 
of Stalin’s vision of Socialism in One Country brought with it an antireligious 
and anti-Jadidist turn, rendering the exploration of national identity the site of 
increasingly heated polemics. It was in this changing environment that the 
Semireche Communists directed their energies toward the cultural construc- 
tion of the Uyghur nation. 


Xinjiang in the Soviet Shadow 


Famine conditions in parts of Soviet Turkistan in the early 1920s made the re- 
sumption of cross-border trade with Xinjiang a priority. Yet despite the opening 
of the Ili Valley in 1920, the flow of commerce only picked up slowly, and re- 
ports on Soviet activities hinted at early setbacks: the People's Commissariat of 
Nationalities explained that "the Vneshtorg agents were not entirely adjusted 
to the process of free bazaar trading." In fact, conditions in Ili were anything 
but those of a free-wheeling oriental bazaar.? On the Chinese side only officials 
and a select group of wealthy monopolists—including the Akhunbayevs and 
Musabayevs—were permitted to do business with the Soviets. The real sticking 
point seems to have been the unit of currency. In the first contract signed with 
the leather and felt dealer Hasan Babashev, Semireche officials pledged to pay 
in tsarist bills of credit and banknotes issued by the Provisional Government 
(so-called kerenkis). As the value of these notes plummeted in 1922, they re- 
jected Babashev's request to renegotiate the deal. The next round of contracts 
for wool was settled in the local Ili currency? With such complications, doing 
business with the Soviets must have been seen as a risky proposition, and the 
volume of trade remained well below prewar levels. In 1923 the total turnover 
was only 701,000 rubles, compared with two and a half million rubles in 1913.4 

Looking further ahead, analysts saw the reopening of the Xinjiang border 
as essential to economic development in Soviet Turkistan. They understood that 
without the food and raw materials that Xinjiang could provide, plans for eco- 
nomic development in Central Asia—most importantly the expansion of cotton 
cultivation—would face serious obstacles. They also knew that in the inter- 
vening years they had lost ground to foreign competitors: European and Amer- 
ican firms were the main cause for concern, but the arrival of an Afghan trading 
agent in Yarkand in 1923 was equally seen as a sign of growing competition. 
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‘They were worried, too, that the Chinese were developing transportation links 
to the east. Commenting on plans to build a freezer facility in Hami, the 
Soviet Orientalist Afanasiev-Kazanskii expressed his concern that “the cultiva- 
tion of cotton in Ferghana will not develop without Xinjiang’s livestock. In 
case of the realization of this Chinese plan, [this livestock] might all go to the 
east, and the Sart in Ferghana, left without meat, will graze his livestock and 
sow wheat on the cotton plantations."? 

Ongoing lobbying led to the opening of the Irkeshtam road to Kashgar, but 
the real breakthrough came with China’s recognition of the Soviet Union in 
1924, paving the way for the exchange of consuls and the full resumption of 
trade with Xinjiang. In Uriimchi, Yang Zengxin feared the implications of this 
decision for provincial stability, but he also recognized the need to increase Chi- 
nas diplomatic presence in Soviet Turkistan. In October 1924 the Soviet 
Union issued its resolution on Soviet citizenship, stipulating that all those who 
could not produce valid foreign citizenship documents would be naturalized 
as Soviet citizens. The thought that many Chinese citizens sojourning in So- 
viet territory might be cut off from returning to Xinjiang troubled Yang, and 
he complied with Beijing’s rapprochement with Moscow. In 1925 the former 
tsarist consulates in Xinjiang reopened as Soviet consulates, and Moscow re- 
ciprocated by allowing the posting of five Chinese consuls in Turkistan. These 
were nominally appointed by the foreign ministry in Beijing, but the process 
was left entirely in Yang Zengxin’s hands. In January 1926 Yang appointed 
Zhang Shaobo, the Chinese Foreign Ministry’s representative in Xinjiang, as 
consul to Tashkent. The consul in Andijan was Chen Deli, a county magistrate 
from the south of Xinjiang, who took with him a translator called Isa Yusuf 
(better known as Isa Yusuf Alptekin).° In two other cases, Yang was guided 
by nepotism: in Zaysan, he appointed his son, and to Semipalatinsk he sent 
Liu Changbing, his son's father-in-law. Finally, the Sibe official Ujala Sar- 
acun (1885—1960) was appointed to Vernyi, returning to the city where he 
had studied Russian two decades earlier as part of a late-Qing "study abroad" 
program. 

Soviet consul Maks Dumpis arrived in Kashgar in 1925, having already 
served postings in Iran and Afghanistan. The choice of a man of his back- 
ground shows the extent to which Soviet diplomacy still considered Xinjiang 
as part of the Islamic, and not the Chinese, world. Judging from his reports, 
Dumpiss initial focus was very much on local Muslim society, where he sought 
to win friends among the “progressive ulama.” Besides his consular staff, he 
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brought to Kashgar a series of Soviet representatives. These included agents of 
trading organs such as the Chief Cotton Committee (Glavkhlopkom) to handle 
exports of Xinjiang cotton to the Soviet Union, but also from the state steam- 
ship agency (Sovtorgflot), which was seeking to attract Xinjiang’s pilgrims back 
to the once-popular Russian route to Mecca and Medina.’ 

Among Dumpis’s first tasks was to re-register tsarist subjects in Xinjiang as 
Soviet citizens. Between 1920 and 1925, this Russian Muslim diaspora had 
lacked the protection of a consul, and Chinese officials had fielded numerous 
requests to take up, or revert to, Chinese citizenship.’ Dumpis freely acknowl- 
edged that most who claimed Soviet citizenship in Xinjiang were not émigrés 
from Russian Turkistan but locals who had previously acquired Russian docu- 
ments for economic gain. “Whenever a new aqsagal was appointed at a partic- 
ular place,” he explained to Moscow, “if at first there were only two or three 
Russian subjects there, soon enough they would report that there were now 
between thirty and forty Russian subjects.” Dumpis’s approach differed little 
from that of his tsarist predecessors: “for purely political reasons, we must 
recognize that it is desirable and necessary to confirm them as citizens of the 
USSR.” To do otherwise, he reasoned, would be to antagonize a significant 
community of Muslims on the borders of the Soviet Union and hand an easy 
victory to the British. A new cohort of agsaqals was necessary too, to carry out 
the registration of Soviet citizens, defend their interests, and provide eco- 
nomic and ethnographic data on Xinjiang. Dumpis nevertheless hoped to 
avoid the excesses of the tsarist period and keep a check on their powers, and 
their salaries. 

In 1924 the People’s Commissariat for Foreign Trade formulated a set of 
policies toward “Asian” capitalists, whom they saw as vehicles for spreading a 
positive image of the Soviet Union in the colonial world and hence to be en- 
ticed by preferential tariff policies. Among these measures, the Commissariat 
announced the free import of various raw materials into the Soviet Union from 
western China? Gradually, Xinjiang Muslims began returning to the annual 
fairs that they had visited in prerevolutionary times. After a failed attempt to 
hold the Nizhnii-Novgorod fair in 1918, it successfully reopened in 1922, as 
the New Economic Policy freed up restrictions on private enterprise. Xinjiang 
firms returned to Nizhnii-Novgorod in 1925, when eleven sent representatives.'? 
They liked what they saw, and in 1926 the number jumped to seventy-seven. 
By 1928, Nizhnii-Novgorod was drawing merchants not only from the old 
treaty ports of Ghulja and Tarbaghatay but from all parts of Xinjiang, including 
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Korla and Hami.” Closer to Xinjiang, the first fair at the Qarqara bazaar was 
held in 1923, and by 1925 it had a turnover well in excess of prerevolutionary 
levels.'? 

While the New Economic Policy revived certain features of the prerevolu- 
tionary economy in the Soviet Union, in Xinjiang the environment had changed 
dramatically. Soviet trading agencies held a monopoly on the export of Soviet 
goods and the purchase of local products, bringing to an end the long-standing 
dominance of the Andijanis. There was some resistance to these new methods, 
and particularly in the south the Soviet trading agencies found conditions 
difficult. Shipments of silver sent by Soviet banks to purchase local cotton, for 
example, were withheld. Dumpis criticized Chinese officials, but the chief 
obstacle in his view was the strong position of Umar Akhunbayey, still the 
wealthiest man in the Kashgar bazaar. Responding to the opportunities 
that the new era of Sino-Soviet friendship presented, Akhunbayev reorga- 
nized his firm at the beginning of 1926 into what he called the Kashgar Trade 
and Industry Import-Export Company and stationed representatives as far 
afield as Moscow.'? Akhunbayev not only dominated the export business in 
Kashgar, he also controlled local customs (as he had since before the 1911— 
1912 revolution). 

Dumpis outlined a plan of attack on Akhunbayev, proposing an embargo 
on his exports until he became more compliant.'4 This may account for the fact 
that in early 1926 restrictions were placed on Chinese citizens exporting live- 
stock and hides to Soviet territory, leading to a new round of negotiations with 
Yang Zengxin.? Dumpis's second strategy was to cultivate a layer of petty traders 
as a way to break the Akhunbayev stranglehold. According to Isa Yusuf, trans- 
lator at the Chinese consulate in Andijan, the Soviets would surreptitiously re- 
cruit agents to buy products directly from peasants and nomads for export to 
the Soviet Union at a discount. They also paid locals to import Soviet goods 
in their own caravans and subsidized a row of shops in the Kashgar bazaar 
where they were sold. “In those days,” Isa Yusuf recalled, “it wasn't uncommon 
to see someone who one day had been cutting deals in the money-changing 
bazaar to open a shop the next day and start doing business.”!° As Soviet im- 
ports of light industrial goods increased and the balance of trade shifted in the 
Bolsheviks’ favor, they found new ways to exert their influence. According to 
British reports, one Soviet practice was to sell a large quantity of goods to a 
wholesale buyer, and then a few months later dump the same goods at a sig- 
nificant discount, sending the first buyer bankrupt." 
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The reopening of the Xinjiang border in 1925 brought with it a new exodus 
of seasonal laborers from Kashgar. As Justin Jacobs has discussed, Yang Zengxin 
was nervous at the prospect of thousands of Kashgaris spending the summer 
on Soviet soil, subject to Communist indoctrination. “If I let Xinjiang’s Turban[- 
Wearing Muslim]s cross the Soviet border with impunity and without any 
restrictions whatsoever,” he agonized, “the ten thousand seasonal expatriate la- 
borers of today will become the ten thousand agitating returnees of tomorrow.”'® 
Certainly some effort was made to raise the political level of these migrants 
during their sojourns in the Soviet Union. So-called Red Teahouses were set up 
along the routes of the labor migration from Xinjiang, in bazaars, and in some 
cases in the collective farms where they lived and worked. Apart from tea, the 
Red Teahouse served up weekly lectures on politics.? In Andijan, besides a Red 
Teahouse there was also a Laborer’s House (dom batraka) set aside specifically 
for the use of Kashgari migrants.” The caravanserai was another site where po- 
litical work could be carried out. There were two "Red Caravanserais” on the road 
from Kashgar—one in Osh, the other in Ozgand— designed to provide accom- 
modation for migrant laborers in a healthy political environment.?! 

Yet the idea of cultivating a radical Kashgari proletariat was hardly a pri- 
ority for Soviet planners. They knew that prerevolutionary development had 
relied on the supply of cheap Kashgari labor, and that it would be essential for 
future cotton and construction projects. Given the years of interruption, com- 
petition was strong among the Central Asian republics to tap into the new 
supply. At first, Kashgari workers crossed from Irkeshtam and congregated at 
Osh, where they would be met by recruiters from the various Soviet republics, 
as well as from individual state farms (sovkhoz). As competition intensified, re- 
cruiting agents were sent farther ahead, first to the Irkeshtam pass, and then to 
Kashgar itself. A system came into being of workers being recruited in Kashgar 
by private collectives (arte '), and traveling directly to the place of work in large 
parties. Such parties were admitted across the border with a single "group pass" 
rather than an individual pass with the employee's photograph (as required by 
the Central Asia Bureau). Recruiters usually relied on local intermediaries, 
paying between twenty-five kopeks and one ruble for each recruit.?? These touts 
accompanied their men to the place of work, where they were responsible for 
supervising them and distributing their pay, sometimes keeping as much as 
40 percent for themselves. For the rural Kashgari labor force, therefore, the So- 
viet Union was no working man's paradise. 'The annual trip from Kashgar to 


Ferghana has gone down in popular memory as a struggle to survive: "I went 
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and had a look at Andijan,” runs one ditty, “you can only just survive there” 
(körüp káldim Anjanni, aran saglaydikán janni).? 


Every Sixty Years a Major Rebellion? 


In the mid-1920s, Soviet strategy on China was a focus of political controversy, 
eventually turning into a major battleground between Stalin and Trotsky's left 
opposition. Having instructed the Chinese Communist Party to work within 
the Guomindang in south China, the Soviets also sought out potential allies 
among the warlords of the north. Chief among these was the "Christian War- 
lord" Feng Yuxiang, who had risen through the ranks of the Zhili faction of 
militarists. Feng burst onto the political scene in October 1924 by occupying 
Beijing, deposing the president of the Chinese Republic and expelling Emperor 
Puyi from the Forbidden City. The coup resulted in a standoff between Feng 
and the Manchurian warlord Zhang Zuolin—arch enemy of the Soviet 
Union—and both withdrew to provincial strongholds, seeking to influence pol- 
itics in the capital remotely. Known to be sympathetic to Sun Yat-sen's vision 
for the country, Feng's camp soon hosted a party of Soviet advisers. These ad- 
visers brokered a collaboration between Feng and the GMD, who sent activists 
to work in the Citizens’ Army. 

Prior to his assault on the capital, Feng had received the title of Superinten- 
dent of Northwestern Defense (Xibei bianfang duban). Fearing that Feng might 
claim Xinjiang within his jurisdiction, Yang Zengxin objected vigorously to this 
appointment and mobilized Xinjiang's Muslim and Mongol aristocracy, as well 
as its provincial assembly, to send Beijing letters of protest.” While Feng did 
not take the appointment seriously at first, in early 1925 he became military 
governor of Chahar and Suiyuan (formerly Inner Mongolia) and shifted the 
headquarters of his Citizens Army (Guominjun) to Kalgan (Zhangjiakou, in 
the north of Hebei Province). Here he commenced a series of ambitious fron- 
tier development and reform projects. In August 1925 Feng extended his reach 
farther west by having himself appointed superintendent of Gansu. This push 
into Gansu met with resistance from local Chinese strongmen, but the Muslim 
warlords in the province's west, who lined the border with Xinjiang, were seem- 
ingly content to obtain ranks in the Citizens Army in return for de facto 
independence. 

While by no means his first priority, Xinjiang attracted Feng as a potential 


source of revenue and a secure communications link with the Soviet Union. 
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His approach to Xinjiang drew on the precedent of GMD policies in Inner 
Mongolia, where administrative reorganization and colonization had brought 
frontier regions more securely under Chinese control. As part of his designs on 
Xinjiang, Feng and his co-thinkers devised a similar plan for Xinjiang, which 
would see it divided into three new provinces.” 

Feng’s encroachment on Xinjiang seems to have elicited its first echo in 1924, 
when the provincial commander-in-chief (tidu) in Kashgar, Ma Fuxing, defied 
Yang Zengxin and ceased delivery of tax receipts to Uriimchi. In response, Yang 
succeeded in dismissing and killing Ma Fuxing and abolished the position of 
commander-in-chief, but he paid a heavy price for doing so. As rumors spread 
of an impending invasion from Gansu, Yang found himself unable to rely on 
the loyalty of the province's Dungan troops.”° He initiated a purge of the army 
and instead mobilized the Torghud Mongols of Qarashahr to garrison the Gansu 
front. In the end, only the outbreak of war between Feng Yuxiang and his 
Manchurian rivals at the end of 1925 provided relief for Yang. Faring poorly in 
the conflict, Feng resigned his position as Superintendent of Northwestern De- 
fense and withdrew into Mongolia to tend his wounds. From there, he headed 
to Moscow for talks. 

Uyghur Communists were doing their best to keep up with the compli- 
cated course of events in China, but Moscow was the only place where they 
had direct contact with Chinese political parties. Since late 1924 there had 
been a circle of students at the Communist University of the Toilers of the 
East (KUTV) calling themselves the Revolutionary Students of Altishahr- 
Jungharia, which included in its ranks Kashgaris, Taranchis, Dungans, Mon- 
gols, and Kazakhs. According to its records from 1925, the KUTV circle 
consisted of twelve students, two of whom were Mongols from Xinjiang, while 
the rest were from Soviet Turkistan. They held meetings to discuss topics such 
as the history and geography of Xinjiang and the national question in China, 
and occasionally heard lectures from Soviet Orientalists.?? In 1924, Soviet 
collaboration with the Guomindang, as well as the split between the Taran- 
chis and Kashgaris in Tashkent, seem to have divided this group too, and in 
late 1925 a small group of Chinese-citizen Kashgari students joined the 
Chinese student circle at KUTV. Initially the chair of this Kashgari circle was 
Abdumumin Hasanhajiev, a student from Artush. At one of its first meetings, 
the members resolved to start reading Chinese periodicals, participate in 
KUTV discussions on events in China, and contribute to the Chinese students’ 


Journal 
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In the second half of 1926, Qadir Haji was sent to KUTV for a semester of 
study and assumed the leadership of this Kashgari circle, continuing its orien- 
tation to Chinese politics. Qadir Haji arrived in Moscow too late to meet Feng 
Yuxiang, but he did contact other Chinese revolutionaries, among them the 
Cantonese Communist and GMD executive member Tan Pingshan, who was 
in Moscow for a Comintern meeting. In a report he wrote for Tan on condi- 
tions in Xinjiang, Qadir Haji expressed his skepticism about the possibility of 
direct collaboration with either the Chinese Communists or Nationalists, both 
still based in Canton: “How can we establish links with the Chinese Commu- 
nist Party or the Guomindang? There are enemies between us—Zhang Zuolin 
and Wu Peifu. There is no railway connection between us. We still don’t know 
what policies the CCP are implementing, its objectives and its tactics, or the 
resolutions of its congresses.” Feng Yuxiang’s army seemed to offer Qadir Haji 
a more realistic scenario: “There are forty to fifty students here from different 
nationalities of East Turkistan, who since graduation have been occupied with 
various tasks in Soviet territory. Some of them wish to return to their home- 
land, with the goal of uniting the various national organizations of East 
Turkistan into a single people’s party in preparation for the coming revolution— 
along the lines of Feng Yuxiang’s Citizen’s Army.” Qadir Haji concluded his 
report on Xinjiang by endorsing the need for collaboration with the Guomin- 
dang and the CCP, but asked: “Feng Yuxiang’s army is close to us: would it not 
be desirable for us to link up with him?"?? 

Little did Qadir Haji know that there was a growing sense among Soviet 
China specialists that such contact would be far from desirable. Feng Yuxiang 
had received Moscow’s support in north China, but the Bolsheviks’ initial ex- 
citement about the warlord’s progressive tendencies was fading as he restricted 
GMD activities within his army. Viewing the situation in Gansu, NKID off- 
cials came to the conclusion that any move west by the Citizen’s Army would 
not result in GMD control of Xinjiang, but would likely hand it, and possibly 
the rest of China’s northwest, to Dungan militarists. NKID plenipotentiary in 
Tashkent, Andrei Aleksandrovich Znamenskii, wrote to Georgi Chicherin in 
early 1926 and argued that “the Muslims of Northwest China seem to truly 
expect the opportunity to establish for themselves an independent territory, and 
only on this basis support Feng.” Chicherin was convinced: “the development 
of internal conflict in western China is undesirable, for it is untimely and cre- 
ates complications. . . . Any effort to create new national states there will lead 
to impossible complications, and we may appear before the Chinese national 
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movement in the most difficult position. We must not under any circumstances 
induce the Dungans forward. Feng’s penetration into western China is extremely 
dangerous."?! 

Chicherin invoked what was by now a boilerplate response: the Soviet Union 
must not be seen to be stirring up non-Chinese aspirations on China's periphery. 
Yet the NKID had new concerns too. Beginning in late 1924, Anglo-Soviet 
relations deteriorated rapidly, and the specter of British meddling quickly col- 
ored thinking on Xinjiang. Znamenskii intimated in his letter to Chicherin that 
Britain had sought to take advantage of Ma Fuxing's confrontation with Yang 
Zengxin in 1924.? Military analysts amplified the accusation, claiming that 
Britain had entered into negotiations with Ma Fuxing to extend the frontier of 
Tibet to its northwest and had helped to undermine him when he rejected the 
proposal.” If this scenario had any basis in reality, it lay in British India's claims 
to the disputed Aksai-Chin region (south of Khotan), but some went so far as 
to suggest that Britain sought to bring the entire Khotan oasis within its sphere 
of influence." In 1924 the perceived threat of a “Greater Tibet" expanding 
into Xinjiang was no doubt linked to intelligence coming from Tibet itself, 
where the Soviets believed that Britain was trying to depose the Dalai Lama 
and install its own preferred candidate to rule the country.” 

Whatever the truth of these accusations, Soviet diplomats were correct that 
Feng’s rise in western China had indeed created a platform for Dungan ambi- 
tions toward Xinjiang. At the end of 1926, a letter reached Tashkent bearing 
the seal of the Gansu-Xinjiang branch of the GMD—an unknown organ- 
ization, almost certainly operating within the Citizens Army in Gansu. The 
letter described growing tensions in Ürümchi. At the end of the holy month of 
Ramadan, Yang Zengxin, fearing an insurrection, had positioned cannons along 
the city wall facing the main Dungan mosque. In words that call to mind Chi- 
nas great Muslim uprising of the 1860s, the GMD activists reported that "talk 
of massacring and exterminating the Muslims was heard everywhere." In ap- 
pealing for Soviet support, they outlined a strategy ostensibly aimed at resisting 
the anti-Soviet warlord Zhang Zuolin and the British, but equally clearly de- 
signed to precipitate Yang Zengxin's downfall. To the east, they explained, one 
of Ma Anliang’s sons commanded the loyalties of the Salar Muslims of Gansu. 
From the west, they looked to the Soviet Dungan Red Army officer Masanchi, 
who they said “enjoys a great reputation in Gansu and Xinjiang.” They requested 
that Tashkent dispatch Masanchi to Xinjiang on a fact-finding mission, though 
this was almost certainly intended to be the spark for an uprising.?ó 
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Judging from this communication, had Qadir Haji and the Kashgaris suc- 
ceeded in establishing contact with Feng Yuxiang’s Citizen’s Army in Gansu, 
they probably would have been disappointed with the result. There was little 
room in this Dungan plan for local Turkic-speaking Muslims: “The Kashgaris 
are connected to England and only know how to do business, they have no idea 
what a revolution is.” The comment highlights the difficult position in which 
Xinjiang Muslims in the Soviet Union now found themselves. Orthodoxy re- 
quired that they frame their activities as part of a Chinese revolution. Yet the 
most likely scenario for the spread of the Chinese revolution to Xinjiang—via 
GMD.- aligned warlords and the Dungans— seemed to leave little room for the 
Kashgaris. This left two choices. One was to continue to emphasize orthodoxy— 
Abdullah Rozibaqiev's preferred option. In 1926 he again drew up a platform 
for a revolutionary party in Xinjiang. As he had in 1923, he envisaged a party 
of the progressive trading class and Jadidist clergy, but now avoided all talk of 
"Chinese imperialism." Instead he advocated "the closest possible ties with the 
CCP, Guomindang, and other Chinese proletarian organizations." The goal of 
such a party, as he saw it, was to be the creation of a People's Republic in Xin- 
jiang "that will serve the interests of all nations and tribes within it, and be 
closely bound in its fate to that of the whole Chinese people "77 The other op- 
tion was to work in the margins, making use of Soviet resources and rhetoric 
where possible but pursuing a course of action that was increasingly in conflict 
with Soviet policy. This was the path the Kashgari Communists took. 


Cross-Border Contacts and the 1927 Crackdown 


With the normalization of relations between Xinjiang and the Soviet Union, 
Chinese consuls superseded the agsaqals as chief go-betweens across the Soviet- 
Xinjiang frontier but did not replace them entirely. Some aqsaqals sought 
confirmation from the incoming consul, while others found employment as 
consular staff. Others simply continued to function alongside the consul. The 
arrival of the consuls was a serious blow to Uyghur organizing, as Chinese citizens 
now depended on the consuls to legitimize their presence in Soviet Turkistan. 
The process was a gift to the Xinjiang authorities seeking to exert pressure on 
members of Uyghur political organizations, as Qadir Haji complained in 1925: 
“The administration requires all Chinese citizens to acquire national passports 
from the Chinese consulate, despite the fact that many are members of the 
Party and the Ploughman Union. It is shocking that these citizens, who are 
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mortal enemies in the eyes of the Chinese government, must go before the 
Chinese officials to receive their passports. This administrative absurdity strikes 
a decisive blow against Uyghur Communist organization, and serves as grounds 
for victimization from the Chinese government toward these citizens, and all 
the more so toward those living in China "7 

Yet despite the increased surveillance, the opening of the road to Kashgar 
and the influx of thousands of Kashgari laborers also created possibilities for 
Uyghur Communists. When Qadir Haji and his collaborators split with the 
Semireche Taranchis in 1924, one of his chief aims for the new Altishahri Re- 
gional Bureau was to build up revolutionary cadres among Muslims from Xin- 
jiang by placing students in Soviet institutions. Qadir Haji and Umar Qari 
Islamov, the one-time plenipotentiary for the Communist Youth International, 
invited radical Kashgaris to join them in the Soviet Union, offering them study 
and political training. In this way, the two men sought to position themselves 
as unofficial leaders of cross-border activity. 

If Enver Pasha's militant pan-Turkism had been attractive to Xinjiang’s 
Jadidists in the early 1920s, by now such attraction was waning. After the Ot- 
toman generalissimo's death in Bukhara in 1921, his collaborator Haji Sami had 
assumed the leadership of Enver's diminishing band. In 1922, he wrote from 
Kabul to Ali Haji, the leader of the Old City Jadidists in Kashgar. Haji Sami 
remained wedded to the pan-Turkist goal of an anticolonial bloc with China 
and reminded his contacts in Kashgar that “[t]he Chinese will never be the ene- 
mies of Islam like the Westerners. It is always possible for the Muslim world and 
the Turks to reach accord with the Chinese"? By 1924, though, Haji Sami 
and the ex-Ottoman militants were a spent force, and repression in Xinjiang 
was increasing. In December, Islamov, along with the Andijani Uyghur Com- 
munist leader Ibrahim Qurbanov, reached out to Ali Haji and invited him to 
the Soviet Union. The Kashgari Jadidist was wary of Islamov's claim that 
Soviet officials were supporting his activities: "At first,” he wrote in a letter to the 
Comintern, “we thought that what these comrades were saying would come to 
nothing, as had earlier communications." He nevertheless decided it was worth 
the risk, and in March 1925 he crossed into Kirghizstan for talks, falling into 
the hands of suspicious Soviet border guards. He remained coy about his goals, 
stating only that he had come to learn about the work of Xinjiang émigrés in 
the Soviet Union, and was briefly jailed. ^? 

From 1925 onward, a steady stream of representatives from Xinjiang fol- 
lowed Ali Haji into Soviet territory and directed petitions for support through 
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Uyghur Communist channels. In September 1925 a group calling itself the 
Turan Revolutionary Union held a meeting in Yarkand, where they chose three 
envoys to send across the border carrying appeals to the NKID and the Co- 
mintern.^ Signed by eleven members of the organization, these and other sim- 
ilar texts were almost certainly composed in collaboration with Soviet-trained 
Kashgaris. Such collaboration helped the new arrivals couch their requests in 
terms most likely to win favor and enabled Kashgari cadres to depict the ac- 
tivity of these Xinjiang radicals as consistent with Soviet goals in Asia. Opening 
with “Workers of the world unite!” the Turan Revolutionary Union described 
themselves, in clichéd terms, as Young Kashgaris radicalized by the Russian 
Revolution: "From 1915 to 1918 . . . in most of our work we relied on and antici- 
pated liberation from Turkey, but the spread of the red glow of the great October 
Revolution has brought about a dramatic shift in the thinking of Uyghur revo- 
lutionaries, and strengthened our hopes for independence (samostoiatel'nost').” 
New was the letter’s Uyghur nationalist rhetoric, tinged with Marxist historical 
analysis. “Several centuries ago the independent Uyghur state,” it explained, 
“was among the world’s most advanced countries in its culture, politics, and 
economy, but owing to changing social dynamics it fell into decline and 
came under the yoke of the Chinese colonists, deprived of its great historical 
significance.” 

While these first envoys awaited a response from Soviet officials in Tash- 
kent, the Turan Revolutionary Union met again in Uchturfan. In light of the 
growing political crisis in China, they voted unanimously to dedicate all their 
energies to preparing for an uprising in Xinjiang. Two leaders of the group, 
Ahmad Haji Siddiqov from Kashgar and Muhammad Akhun Salih Akhunov 
from Uchturfan, now crossed into Soviet territory themselves, asking not only 
for support and leadership but that the Kashgari Communists be given full au- 
thority to direct the coming revolutionary upsurge in Xinjiang. This, like the 
previous petition, seems to have fallen on deaf ears, and the two men joined 
the growing body of restless Muslim revolutionaries from Xinjiang now stuck 
in limbo in Soviet territory. 

With Qadir Haji studying in Moscow, Umar Islamov took the lead in organ- 
izing the new influx of Kashgaris. In early 1925 he was in Vernyi setting up a 
training program for Kashgari activists that he called Liberation of the East 
(Shárq Azadlighi).*? Moving on to Frunze (formerly Pishpek), he formed a 
revolutionary committee which called itself Liberation (Qutulush), and started 
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publishing a newspaper under the same name. Despite his disdain for the 
Kashgari leadership, Abdullah Rozibaqiev saw the formation of Liberation as a 
positive step, describing it as the "only healthy group" in Kashgari politics. 
Others, however, did not see things this way. That year the NKID complained 
to the Central Asia Bureau that illegal organizations were smuggling arms across 
the border to Xinjiang, sparking an investigation into "cases of provocation" 
among the Uyghurs. The inquiry found the title of the Kashgari paper Libera- 
tion to be suspicious and blocked its distribution. Islamov was transferred to 
the Ferghana Valley, but controversy dogged him. In late 1926, a report was 
submitted to National Minorities officials in Tashkent that raised concerns 
about the existence of non-party organizations in the district, pointing in par- 
ticular to Islamov's work among the Kashgaris. He was now referred for dis- 
ciplinary investigation. 

During this period many leading Bolsheviks believed that war with Britain 
was imminent, and the “war scare" of 1926—1927 led to the implementation of 
much tighter controls along the Soviet Union's borders in Asia. The final straw 
for the increasingly nervous party leadership came in January 1927, when an 
uprising in the Ili Valley was suppressed by Chinese forces. This led to a defini- 
tive crackdown on cross-border activities. The secretary of the Central Asia Bu- 
reau in Tashkent, Isaak Abramovich Zelenskii, wrote a report to Ambassador 
Karakhan in Beijing, and Karakhan shortly afterward lobbied the Bolshevik 
Central Committee to curtail any support being given to activists in Xinjiang: 
“The Xinjiang problem . . . cannot be resolved by forces from Xinjiang without 
support (that is, from the Guomindang or Feng [Yuxiang]), but now is not the 
time for posing such a question." ^ Meeting in February to resolve the issue, 
the Central Committee considered a proposal jointly submitted by Zelenskii 
and Karakhan, and agreed on the following points: 


1. To stop the Comintern’s dispatch of Uyghur agents to Xinjiang without 
their vetting by the Central Asia Bureau; 

2. For the OGPU to stem the flow of arms and armed Uyghurs across the 
border; 

3. For the Central Asia Bureau and Kazakh Regional Committee 
(kraikom) to carry out a review of the composition of the leadership of 
Uyghur sections, purging them of individuals with connections to the 
Uyghur movement in Xinjiang; 
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4. To entrust the Peoples’ Commissariat of (Foreign) Trade with directing 
Central Asian organizations to outline measures to revive and 
strengthen the Soviet Union’s economic ties with Xinjiang; 

5. To regard any agitation toward splitting Xinjiang from China as 
entirely harmful and impermissible. 


It was a decisive verdict in favor of the status quo in Xinjiang. 

‘The pronouncement from the center accompanied a sharp crackdown along 
the border. The town of Andijan at the eastern end of the Ferghana Valley was 
home to the largest community of Soviet Uyghurs. As such, it was the best place 
to find new recruits for revolutionary organizations, and also the best place for 
Xinjiang officials to keep tabs on the community. A Chinese citizen crossing 
from Kashgar would need to present himself to Xinjiang officials in Andijan at 
least twice during his stay on Soviet territory: the first time to receive his tem- 
porary ID card; and the second to obtain an exit visa to return to China. At 
first, the agsagal Karim Puchuk fulfilled this function: “Laborers and traders 
from China have to come and get Karim Aqsaqal's blessing,” wrote a Voice of 
the Poor correspondent in 1925, “otherwise they can't do anything." ^ When 
Chinese consul Chen Deli arrived in Andijan in 1926, his translator, Isa Yusuf, 
collaborated with Karim Aqsaqal to monitor Communist activities among the 
émigrés. In his memoirs Isa Yusuf describes how he ran a teahouse in the court- 
yard of the consulate building, where he would "take the pulse" of the seasonal 
laborers. 

Isa Yusuf moved in the same social circles as the Uyghur Communists of 
Andijan and was likely sympathetic to their aspirations. When the Jadidist Ali 
Haji was detained by Soviet border guards, it was Isa Yusuf who secured his 
release, and in his memoirs he praises the Kashgari Jadidist as "the best of the 
nationalists." Instead of trying to bypass the likes of Isa Yusuf, who were in a 
good position to facilitate subversive activity in Xinjiang, the Communists in 
Andijan sought to turn them into allies. Isa Yusuf describes how the leading 
Kashgari Communists in Andijan, men such as Ibrahim Qurbanov (chair of 
the local Uyghur Communist section), would invite him to their gatherings and 
flatter him as a “patriot.” The differences between them centered not so much 
on whether they were for or against Chinese rule in Xinjiang, but on their view 
of Soviet policies in Turkistan and the desirability of Soviet-style moderniza- 
tion in Xinjiang. When Isa Yusuf heard rumors that the Soviets were arming 
local Uyghurs such as Qurbanov for an incursion into Xinjiang, he informed 
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the Chinese consul, who lodged a complaint with the local NKID representa- 
tive. Whether or not there was any truth to the rumors, the Soviet secret police 
sprang into action, rounding up Qurbanov and dozens of others and shipping 
them off to the gulag. ^? In a macabre scene, Isa Yusuf describes how the Soviets 
timed the prison train to coincide with the Chinese consul’s trip to Moscow, al- 
lowing Chen Deli to personally witness the exile of the Uyghur Communists 
at the Andijan station." 

Such acts were intended as a display of good faith to the Chinese, but in 
China itself, Stalin’s policy was rapidly falling apart. In April 1927, Chiang 
Kai-shek turned on the Communists in Shanghai. By the end of the year, all 
factions of the GMD had severed ties with Moscow and the Chinese Commu- 
nists were on the run. This defeat in China coincided with a series of radical 
economic and social campaigns in Central Asia, which prompted some ex- 
Basmachi to take up arms against the Bolsheviks again. The twin crises were 
enough to convince many Soviet officials that the Soviet Union was threatened 
by imperialist plots across Asia. One of these rebels was Janibeg Qazi, a man 
who had fought in the first Basmachi revolt, but had surrendered in 1922 and 
sided with the Red Army in the final pacification of the Ferghana Valley. Janibeg 
revolted again in April 1927 in the south of Kirghizstan. Attracting little re- 
sponse to his call to arms, the rebel leader fled to Kashgar, while small bands 
associated with him continued to roam the Kirghizstan-Xinjiang borderlands. 
According to OGPU reports, one group affiliated with Janibeg consisted of 
Kashgaris belonging to an organization calling itself Rebirth (Tirilish).“* To 
such analysts, Janibeg’s retreat to Kashgar all but confirmed the existence of a 
dangerous Basmachi-Kashgari coalition. Officials in Osh reported to the Cen- 
tral Asia Bureau that Muslims in Kashgar had promised to support Janibeg 
against the Soviets if he would aid them against the Chinese.” 

Equally troubling in this respect were Kashgar’s connections to Afghani- 
stan, where a number of Basmachi leaders had originally fled. While the Af- 
ghan emir Amanullah Khan was a reformist monarch and Soviet ally, the NKID 
was wary of his trade representative in Yarkand, who arrived in 1923. In 1925 
Maks Dumpis noted that this self-styled “consul” was directing local political 
activity away from the Soviets toward Kabul, and on a pan-Islamic basis. Some- 
time around 1926—1927, two Kashgari Jadidists, former students of Ahmed 
Kemal's school, traveled to Afghanistan to meet with Amanullah Khan. While 
in Mazar-i Sharif they revealed to the Soviet consul that they had also met with 
the Basmachi leader Qur Shirmat (Sher Muhammad), who was then residing 
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in Kabul. They then naively chose to return to Kashgar via Soviet territory, 
where they were detained and interrogated.” The two men obviously thought 
such associations were harmless and not worth concealing, but for nervous of 
ficials in Tashkent support for Qur Shirmat among Kashgaris was a troubling 
scenario, particularly as cross-border traffic was increasing. "Have we really 
checked," Znamenskii asked, “whether or not those coming from Kashgar are 
not connected to the former Basmachi leaders in Kabul?” 

The widening OGPU sweep in 1927 caught a large number of Xinjiang émi- 
grés, both long-standing Communists and recent arrivals. Qadir Haji was im- 
plicated in various ways, but since his return from Moscow he had been working 
in Samarkand (capital of Uzbekistan from 1924 to 1930) and thus avoided di- 
rect incrimination. Islamov was found to be maintaining suspicious ties with 
the Chinese consul in Tashkent, for which he was interrogated and expelled 
from the party.’ His Liberation of the East circle was identified as a subversive 
anti-Soviet network, and it and other Kashgari organizations were purged or 
disbanded.? Some activists, such as the former Moscow student leader Abdu- 
mumin Hasanhajiev, were detained but released. Young men such as Hasanha- 
jiev could flee across the border to Xinjiang, but those who were already well 
known in Kashgar—including Ali Haji— could not return for fear of arrest and 
execution. They found themselves stranded in Soviet territory, sitting ducks for 
the next round of OGPU inquisitions in the early 1930s, which were driven by 
an ever-increasing paranoia toward pan-Islamic and pan-Turkist conspiracies 
against the Soviet Union. For a while, Ali Haji eked out an existence running 
a small eatery in Tashkent, but was detained again in 1931 and eventually 
executed. In the Soviet Union at least, it was the end of the road for the Young 
Kashgaris?* 


Semireche: From Cultural Front to 
Cultural Revolution 


The Taranchis in Semireche were largely bystanders in this course of events. 
While the Kashgaris tried to establish the Uyghur nation by practical means, 
those in Vernyi sought to do so in theory. Cultural politics remained the focus 
here, as the Semireche intellectuals grappled with the challenge of constructing 
a new Soviet Uyghur language and culture that could satisfy the requirements 
of Soviet national policy. At its most basic, there was a need to codify a new 
literary standard for Uyghur—one sufficiently distinct to establish the Uyghurs 
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as a nation in their own right but sufficiently broad to satisfy the various 
constituencies that were thought to belong to this nation. This early work of 
cultural engineering among the Uyghurs carried on from prerevolutionary 
Russian and Jadidist ethnography. Much of its inspiration came from linguists 
and folklorists such as V. V. Radlov and the tsarist official Nikolai Pantusov, 
who had collected Taranchi songs and stories in Semireche.? Yet as much as 
ethnography and linguistics could be the tools of national construction, there 
was an inherent tension between the descriptive approach of scholarship, which 
tended toward further subdivision, and the normative impulse of nation 
building, which strived for unity. 

At first, Voice of the Poor's editors avoided the term "Uyghur" and announced 
it instead as a publication in the "Taranchi-Kashgari language," marking the 
first effort to give written form to the vernacular of Xinjiang. It is sometimes 
argued that Soviet linguistic engineering fostered artificial differences be- 
tween the Turkic languages of Central Asia, but the case of Voice of the Poor 
shows that the desire to create a new and distinct literary standard was equally 
present among Central Asian intellectuals. The Chaghatay Turkic of the man- 
uscript tradition differed little across Turkistan, while the prerevolutionary and 
early Soviet publications to which Taranchis had contributed were written in a 
pan-Turkic idiom intended to be comprehensible to all Turkic-speaking Mus- 
lims. In breaking with this uniformity, Voice of the Poor sought to put as much 
distance as possible between its script and those of its neighbors, adopting an 
orthography that looks radical in comparison to today's Standard Uyghur (SU). 
Among the innovations that the newspaper exhibited, some had previously been 
implemented among script reformers, including a proposal that Arabic and 
Persian loanwords be written according to local pronunciation and vowels be 
fully represented. New was Voice of the Poor's effort to represent the peculiari- 
ties of the Xinjiang vernacular, including vowel raising and the dropping of 
consonants /l/ and /r/ (e.g., boghan instead of SU bolghan). In September 1923 
these principles were codified by a Scientific Commission, which included 
Abdullah Rozibaqiev, Qadir Haji, Sabirjan Shakirjanov, and Nazarkhoja 
Abdusamadov.”° 

As might be expected in the fractious political climate of the 1920s, efforts 
to popularize Voice of the Poor's approach to script and lexicon outside Semi- 
reche met with opposition from those who saw them as imposing Taranchi 
norms on Kashgaris. In 1924 the Regional Bureau of Uyghur Communists 
printed two primary-school readers, one of which was Latif Ansari’s alphabet 
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manual First Knowledge (Birinchi Bilik), in which he offered a description of 
the “Uyghur alphabet.”*” Zarif Bashiri gave the book a positive review in the 
Tashkent daily Red Uzbekistan, but a Kashgari critic pointed out that the book 
contained many words that were simply unknown in Xinjiang?? Not to be put 
off, Voice of the Poor's editors proceeded to adjust its masthead in 1925 to an- 
nounce itself as a newspaper in the "Uyghur language." The same year saw the 
publication in Moscow of a book titled Uyghur Folk Literature (Uyghur Al 
Adabiyati), as much an attempt at an ethnography of the Uyghurs as a literary 
work. Citing Radlov and Pantusov’s recordings as a model, the Semireche authors 
included songs, poetry, folk sayings, and riddles that they had collected in field 
trips in 1922 or that had been sent in by Kashgaris studying in Tashkent. A 
few of the songs had been lifted straight from Pantusov’s prerevolutionary 
publications. In an effort to represent a literary tradition encompassing all 
Uyghurs, the compilation also included a set of workingmen’s songs from 
Xinjiang, an ode to the Artush entrepreneur Tash Akhun, and a rendering of a 
romantic epic (dastan) from the oasis of Hami.^? 

Uyghur Folk Literature was the first work to posit the existence of a single 
“Uyghur” literature. Yet in striving for breadth it offended those whose focus 
was on developing a consistent, and standard, form of written Uyghur. The pub- 
lication drew the ire of Sabirjan Shakirjanov, the long-time Bashkir collabo- 
rator in Taranchi publishing, who published a strongly critical review of it in 
Voice of the Poor: “never have so many mistakes been seen in a book!” Not only 
was its orthography riddled with Uzbek and Tatar intrusions, in Shakirjanov's 
eyes the editors had ignored the differences between the Taranchi and Kash- 
gari dialects, combining the two in an artificial way: “half of one song is in the 
Taranchi dialect, half of it is in Kashgari. There is half a song in Uyghur, half 
in Uzbek.” For Shakirjanov, these dialects were simply too far apart to combine 
into a single written language: “no-one can deny that there exist two dialects 
that create a large divide among the Uyghurs. One of these is the Uyghur-Kashgar 
dialect, the second is the Uyghur-Taranchi dialect. . . . Although the Taranchis 
were originally Kashgaris, in a hundred and sixty-seven years they have carved 
out a separate history and dialect for themselves. The environment and natural 
conditions in which the Taranchis lived were completely different. . . . In 
future it would be more scientific for works to be published either in the Kashgar 
or the Taranchi dialect." ^? 

Although he was criticized for his skepticism, Shakirjanov's insistence on 


scientific accuracy was consistent with the Voice of the Poor approach to linguistic 
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construction. If it was true that the written language should mirror the spoken, 
then Shakirjanov’s conclusion was correct: there was no way that exactly the 
same orthography could be applied to the Taranchi and Kashgari dialects, minor 
though their differences were. Yet as critics were quick to point out, if there 
had to be two literary standards to account for the divergence of the Taranchi 
and Kashgari dialects of the Soviet Union, then the Uyghur language would 
be split into, not just two, but potentially many more variants, to account for 
all the shades of difference in pronunciation and grammar existing across 
Xinjiang.*! 

Theory aside, there were other obstacles to projecting any vision of Uyghur 
language or culture across a wider constituency. Chief among them was the 
chronic underfunding of Soviet schools, particularly for minority groups. Not 
without justification, the Uyghurs of Tashkent could write in 1925 that “in all 
the Uyghur regions of Central Asia, with the exception of Semireche, there is 
not even a single normally functioning primary school.”® Maybe this was to 
be expected in Uzbekistan or Kirghizstan, where children of Xinjiang émigrés 
often went to schools that did not distinguish Uyghur from Uzbek. Yet even in 
Semireche the exigencies of the strict New Economic Policy, which drastically 
reduced school funding, limited the reach of the Uyghur Communists. As a 
result, these cultural experiments and discussions took place in a narrow circle 
of party intellectuals and had little impact beyond them. 

The failings of Soviet schooling took on new dimensions in 1926, as reli- 
gious schools started competing for students. In the town of Qoram, for ex- 
ample, two state-funded Taranchi schools came into being in 1925, but had 
dwindled to one by 1926. To fill the gap, a man by the name of Ahmad Akhun 
and established his own school in the town, funded by an organization called 
the Religious Union. Soon Ahmad Akhun’s Religious Union was running no 
less than four schools in Qoram, even taking students who were members of 
the local Komsomol.9? The ulama who now regrouped around the Religious 
Union showed themselves skilled in adapting to the new style of mass- 
membership organizations with which they were in competition, recruiting 
people out of official bodies such as the Ploughman Union and announcing 
plans to campaign for the upcoming Soviet elections.5^ In a few short months 
the Religious Union had spread throughout the Taranchi villages of Semireche, 
counting among its leaders men who had fled to Ghulja at the time of the revo- 
lution. According to hostile accounts, the union let it be known that anyone 
who did not join it could not be called a Muslim, and wielded a range of tools 
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to ostracize their enemies from local society. If someone did not sign up for the 
Religious Union, for example, they would not be able to find a mulla to per- 
form an Islamic wedding ceremony.6 Critics of the union liked to poke fun at 
it, but such articles were written anonymously, under pseudonyms like “Truth- 
teller” or “Young Worker,” suggesting that the critics lacked the confidence to 
identify themselves. 

The growth of the Religious Union shows that Islamic opposition in 
Turkistan was not entirely a figment of a paranoid Communist Party's imagi- 
nation. Antireligious propaganda had been gradually intensifying since 1923, 
when religious courts in Semireche were abolished and policies implemented 
restricting the use of waat In 1927, Soviet authorities shifted from marginal- 
ization of the ulama and mild atheistic propaganda to an all-out assault on 
Islam, commencing with the Aujum (“attack”) against veiling, formally launched 
on International Women’s Day, March 8 1927. In the Taranchi villages of Semi- 
reche, where veiling was uncommon, the mass antireligious campaign took the 
form of Circles to Struggle against Religious Superstition, which were set up 
throughout 1927 to combat the Religious Union.” Any remaining sharia courts 
and religious schools were closed, wagf was abolished, and mosques were con- 
verted into social clubs, with some imams ending up in Prison Dë The pages of 
the Soviet Uyghur press reported on village mosque employees who were aban- 
doning their profession, providing readers with instructive quotes from the men 
who had turned over a new leaf. “Last year Ahmad Akhun appointed me mu- 
tavalli at Sultan Qurghan,” ran one such confession, “but now that I realize his 
thievery, I have given up this job." 

The Soviet antireligious campaign successfully sidelined the Religious Union, 
but the radical turn claimed other victims too. The clash with the Taranchi 
ulama highlighted the failure of earlier efforts to cultivate a pro-Soviet “pro- 
gressive clergy," and the reconstituted Jadidist organization Progressive fell by 
the wayside during the antireligious campaign. Although Progressive had de- 
nounced the harmful influence of backward imams and mullas, it had still en- 
visaged a place for Islamic law— something that now ran counter to Soviet 
policy. Other cooptation strategies were abandoned too: one activist called for 
a clean break with the mashrab tradition, arguing that instead of calling them 
mashrab such meetings should be known as “evenings of acquiring knowledge” 
(bilim elish kechisi).’° Soon, party leaders in Central Asia were denouncing the 
Jadidists themselves, depicting them as the ideological counterparts of the in- 
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sidious NEP-men, who were reviled for exploiting the political and economic 
laxity of the early 1920s.”! 

The attack on Jadidism obliged the Uyghur Communists to identify the “old 
intellectuals” in their ranks, and the spotlight fell on Nazarkhoja Abdusamadov. 
The “Uyghur child,” whose writings had served as inspiration for the original 
Uyghur Club and had been reprinted as recently as 1923, now came under sus- 
tained criticism—much of it at the hands of Abdullah Rozibaqiev. Rozibaq- 
iev's attack on Abdusamadov served two purposes. The first was to signal a break 
with the Jadidist legacy in cultural politics. Second, it also allowed Rozibaqiev 
to forward his revisionist approach to Taranchi identity, in which he sought to 
divest the term "Taranchi" of any lingering sense of national identity. Rozibaqiev 
reviewed Abdusamadov’s History of the Taranchi Turks, and while acknowl- 
edging the historical value of its sources, he found it seriously deficient as a 
scholarly work. Instead of analyzing social forces, the author had praised the 
begs and akhunds who had founded the Taranchi sultanate in the nineteenth 
century, locating political divisions in individual rivalries instead of class con- 
flict in Ili Valley society.’? Rozibaqiev took particular issue with one of Abdusa- 
madov's poems, which seemed to glorify the prerevolutionary traditions of the 
Taranchis. In this piece, a stubborn peasant speaks of his loyalty to rural 
Taranchi was"? 


Companions (yaran), Taranness is our path (mäsläk), 
Taranness is our religion, our creed (mázháb), 

There is no turning back, even if we die, 

Such is our old custom. 


Such a positive invocation of the old Taranchi ways, suffused with Sufistic ter- 
minology (yaran, mäzhäb) had no place in the new Soviet Uyghur canon. 

In reply, Abdusamadov mounted a brave defense of his views but conceded 
the main thrust of Rozibaqiev5 criticism, namely that being a Taranchi was not 
in any way a form of national identity. Instead of defending his writings on the 
Taranchi as a contribution to the growth of Uyghur national history, he retreated 
into semantics, arguing that he had never used the word zaranchi in anything 
other than its strict etymological meaning of “peasant.” Far from petit bour- 
geois ideology, his invocation of Taranchi identity was simply a celebration of 
the virtues of the hardworking peasantry—surely not a crime in the Soviet 
Union? It was a clever move, but one that only bought him enough time to 
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abandon the field of Uyghur literary polemics and escape across the border to 
Ghulja.? One among many victims of the attack on the Jadidist legacy in 
these years of Stalin's cultural revolution, Abdusamadov’s fall from grace high- 
lights the distance between his early, tentative explorations of the Uyghur past 
and the social transformation with which the notion of Uyghur national iden- 
tity was aligned by the end of the 1920s. 


Latinization and Linguistic Orthodoxy 


Vernyi, renamed Alma-Ata in 1927, was not the only place where blueprints 
for a new Uyghur language were being drawn up. In Moscow, too, KUTV stu- 
dents were working out ways to best adapt the Arabic script to the sounds of 
Uyghur. The product of the Moscow circle was the publication in 1926 of 
Abdulhayy Muhammadi's Principles of Uyghur Orthography (Uyghurcha Yeziq 
Yolliri). As Muhammadi stated in his introduction, despite a long-running de- 
bate, the problem of orthography was yet to be resolved. Discussing the state of 
Uyghur publishing, he lamented that “each word appears in ninety-nine dif 
ferent forms.””° Yet instead of seeking the best of existing models, Muhammadi 
chose to add yet another to the mix, producing an idiosyncratic orthography 
with a number of features that now look odd to us (his use of vowel diacritics, 
for example, is the opposite of the way they are used in Xinjiang today). In his 
book, Muhammadi also called for a purification of the Uyghur lexicon, purging 
it, not of Chinese or Russian terms, but of words from neighboring Turkic lan- 
guages that did not belong. He saw the Tatar literary tradition as the main 
source of these errors, but also noted the pernicious influence of classical Cha- 
ghatay and Uzbek. 

A third contender for the new literary standard appeared in 1927, when 
Qadir Haji returned from studies in Moscow and requested funding from the 
Central Asia Bureau for a periodical in “Altishahri-Jungharian Uyghur,” that 
is, the language of Xinjiang. In November 1927, Liberation began publication 
in Tashkent, taking its name from Umar Qari Islamov’s banned Frunze 
organ. Fortnightly at first, Liberation became weekly in 1929, and biweekly in 
1930. The first issue led with an article by Qadir Haji reviewing the decade's 
achievements." In this programmatic piece he laid out his approach to the 
Uyghur question, claiming the name as the exclusive preserve of émigrés from 
Altishahr, the Chinese citizens who had first been mobilized by the Union of 
Chinese Workers and who were living in Uzbekistan and Kirghizstan. On this 
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basis Liberation told the Taranchis to stay out of Uyghur politics: “Instead of 
the Taranchis getting involved in the cultural, educational and other such af 
fairs of the Chinese Uyghurs, they should mind their own business. . . . The 
liberation of Uyghuristan should never be tied up with people living in an- 
other country.””® Predictably, Alma-Ata intellectuals criticized the publication 
as excessively influenced by Uzbek, but Liberation had little time for the ver- 
nacularist zeal exhibited by Voice of the Poor. “The primary task of literature in 
the Uyghur language,” one contributor responded, “is to use literary methods 
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to accustom the Uyghur toilers to the name ‘Uyghur. ” This required an or- 
thography that would be familiar to Muslims in Xinjiang, where Chaghatay 
remained the standard. 

As Arabic-script prototypes for Uyghur multiplied, the launch of the Soviet 
Union’s Latinization campaign offered a way to break the deadlock. Latiniza- 
tion among the Uyghurs was announced with the same excitement as elsewhere 
in the Soviet Union, with great claims made for its role in liberating the Union’s 
non-Russian peoples from linguistic backwardness.” The campaign to abolish 
the Arabic script and shift all of the Soviet Union’s Turkic languages to Latin 
letters was the result of the First All-Union Turkological Congress held in Baku 
in 1926, where the Uyghurs were represented by a single student.*° In the de- 
bate on orthography among the Alma-Ata, Moscow and Tashkent prototypes, 
the Latinization campaign presented an opportunity to reset the clock, and a 
series of proposals was soon forthcoming. In Semireche, Latif Ansari came up 
with a thirty-three-letter alphabet, while a proposal from Uyghurs in Kirghiz- 
stan had twenty-eight letters. Yet it was the Tashkent faction who took the lead 
in implementing the orthographic reform. In April 1928 they organized a con- 
ference to draw up plans for the Latinization of Uyghur in far-off Samarkand, 
making attendance from Alma-Ata almost impossible for party intellectuals 
busy with other tasks. 

The Samarkand Latinization conference drew fourteen delegates, a majority 
of them from Tashkent. Not surprisingly, the meeting provided a rousing en- 
dorsement of Liberation’s approach, praising it for proceeding along a “broad 
path,” as opposed to the “narrow” approach exemplified by Voice of the Poor. 
Delegates approved the basic scheme of the Baku Latinization conference 
and worked out the details of the new alphabet’s application to Uyghur. In the 
process they consciously steered away from features specific to the Taranchi 
dialect. For instance, they rejected the use of the consonant z/ in initial 
position, which characteristically occurs in place of y in the Taranchi dialect 
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(e.g., zhil - yil “year”; zhurt - yurt "home"). Delegates also criticized the Semi- 
reche style of dropping consonants, insisting that roots and suffixes be pre- 
served in their grammatical (and traditional) forms: “It is not bomaydu, 
bomitu, bomidu, or bommaydu, it has to be bolmaydu."?' Reporting on the 
conference’s resolutions, Abdulhayy Muhammadi cautioned the Alma-Ata fac- 
tion not to step out of line: “At the conference a plan was adopted, and with 
this the planning is finished. People should give up going around drawing up 
plans. We must implement the one that has been adopted.” Of course, this was 
wishful thinking. The Semireche Uyghurs were initially receptive, electing 
their own New Alphabet Union to liaise with the linguists in Tashkent. Before 
the month was out, though, Latif Ansari was publicly ridiculing the Liberation 
group’s criticisms, saying that Liberation’s language was 90 percent Uzbek and 
declaring defiantly that "Semireche won't speak Liberationese!" 9? 

The Latinization campaign heralded the arrival of a new attitude toward cul- 
ture in Central Asia, in which the relics of Jadidist discourse were drowned out 
by the language of class struggle in all spheres. The debate on orthography was 
increasingly subjected to such a transvaluation, as positions were reinterpreted 
along class lines. Abdulhayy Muhammadi made this explicit in a 1929 article 
“On the Language and Orthography Questions,” in which he identified 
both left and right deviations on the issue of script reform. To the left were 
the Semireche linguists Sabirjan Shakirjanov and Latif Ansari, who held 
that the written language should be as close as possible to the spoken, to the 
extent that they were willing to countenance divergent literary standards be- 
tween Taranchis and Kashgaris. Rightism was characterized (or caricatured) 
as the position that “we should write every word according to its root, paying 
no attention to the features of the living language,” an approach attributed 
to unnamed Tashkent intellectuals. This, Muhammadi contended, was the 
language of the mullas, and could not possibly serve as the basis for a litera- 
ture of the people Di 

The Tashkent linguists had pulled off something of a coup in Samarkand, 
but their advantage was only temporary. The Alma-Ata intelligentsia re- 
sponded by organizing a second conference, this time on home soil. The 
Second Language-Orthography Conference in Alma-Ata in 1930 drew a 
heavyweight team of linguists, including two of the Soviet Union’s leading 
Turkologists, Aleksander Samoilovich and Sergei Malov. Malov brought with 
him the authority of years of field research in Xinjiang and Gansu. Those ex- 
peditions had sought out the linguistic relics of ancient Uyghur, not among 
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the Taranchis or Kashgaris, whose speech he referred to as the “Turkish dia- 
lects of western China,” but among the Yellow Uyghurs of Gansu.® As re- 
cently as 1926, at the Turkological congress in Baku, Malov had discussed his 
research on the “modern Uyghur language,” by which he meant the language 
of the Yellow Uyghurs.5 To preserve some sense of Turkological credibility, 
Malov addressed the Alma-Ata conference on the Yellow Uyghurs, but this 
was a topic irrelevant to the questions at hand. “Uyghur,” in the Soviet Union 
at least, would refer to the language of the Xinjiang Muslims, and Malov was 
presented with a fait accompli. He made his only public comment on this 
issue in 1934, justifying the new terminology in terms of “the wish of the 
Turkish population of Xinjiang, and . . . the scientific tradition that now ex- 
ists." Yet the scientific tradition he cited was a thin one—of the scholars he 
listed, Julius Klaproth was the only one who had actually described the in- 
habitants of Xinjiang as Uyghurs.?6 Of the two factors, then, it was the act of 
linguistic selfdetermination that created modern Uyghur. Linguists such as 
Malov were occasional collaborators in the process, but by no means in con- 
trol of it. 

Thanks in part to Sergei Malov’s scholarly breadth, the discussion of 
dialects at this event went beyond the narrow Taranchi-Kashgari divide to 
consider which of all the Xinjiang dialects might serve as the basis for a new 
Uyghur standard. Some naturally felt that the Taranchi dialect, the language 
of the most “advanced” section of the Uyghur population, was the best choice. 
Others applied a criterion of linguistic purity and suggested that less contami- 
nated dialects were to be found across the border in Xinjiang. Some argued that 
Turfan offered the best specimen; others preferred the speech of Kucha. Not 
surprisingly, the Kashgar dialect was found wanting, as it was too close to Uzbek. 
Likewise, the Yarkand dialect was rejected for the presence of Hindi influence. 
Some went so far as to suggest that the dialect of the Dolans, a people of 
obscure origins living on the edge of the Tarim Basin and in Lop Nur, exhibited 
the least foreign intrusions and was the most appropriate model P" 

Yet the real question, as participants knew, was the possibility of unity 
between the Taranchis and the Kashgaris. “Are the Taranchis and Kashgaris one 
nationality?" wrote Abdullah Rozibaqiev from his posting in Qizil Orda on the 
steppe. “To raise this question again in 1930 is ridiculous." Rozibaqiev's con- 
tribution to the conference stressed that the liberation of the proletariat could 
not be achieved without raising their cultural level, and hence “the struggle for 
a unified literary language is a class struggle."5? Affirming this push for unity, 
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the conference requested that Soviet administrative bodies cease using the words 
“Kashgari” and “Taranchi” in their decrees and publications. 

On orthographic questions, unsurprisingly, the Alma-Ata intellectuals came 
out victorious. Malov threw his weight behind the Voice of the Poor orthography, 
recommending that Liberation be brought into line with the Semireche publi- 
cation. Finding himself in a minority, Liberation’s editor did his best to defend 
himself: “To say that Liberation is completely Uzbek is a slur.”8? The new So- 
viet Uyghur standard received a scientific stamp of approval, but it came at the 
expense of those Alma-Ata intellectuals whose commitment to scientific 
linguistics had made them skeptical of the possibility of linguistic unity. 
For these “leftist” deviations, Sabirjan Shakirjanov and Latif Ansari were 
forced to make public self-criticisms. “Up until today,” Shakirjanov con- 
fessed before the conference, “I had my own views on language. After par- 
ticipating in the Fourth Plenum of the New Turk Alphabet Committee and 
the Uyghur Language-Orthography Conference, I realized my errors. From 
now on I promise to abandon my mistakes, look broadly at the language- 
orthography question, and walk hand-in-hand with the Uyghur linguists. 
I am ready to devote all my energy to setting straight the culture of the 
Uyghur proletariat."?? 

For a man who had been a crucial intermediary in the relationship between 
Russian Turkology, the Jadidist literary world, and Soviet Uyghur publishing, 
this must have been a humiliating experience. Shakirjanov survived the Stalinist 
chill that descended in the 1930s and lived out his life teaching Arabic in 
Alma-Ata's pedagogical institutions, but the wounds of that period never fully 
healed. He kept up a correspondence with Malov, who like him managed to 
survive the purge ofthe academy (his colleague Samoilovich, who also attended 
the 1930 conference in Alma-Ata, was not so lucky). Between 1934 and 1946 
Malov was unable to publish his work, but the postwar years allowed him to 
recommence editing his linguistic recordings from Xinjiang. In 1954 he pro- 
duced a book on the dialect of Hami and sent a copy as a present to his friend 
Shakirjanov in Alma-Ata?! By now in his seventies, Shakirjanov was delighted 
by the gift, and his thoughts turned immediately to the polemics of the 19205. 
"You may recall,” he wrote in reply to the Russian (in Uyghur), “that in the 
1920s certain know-nothings went around attacking me because I said that 
there were Taranchi and Kashgari dialects in the Uyghur language. Your work 
on the Hami dialect has vindicated me, as it proves that there are several dia- 
lects of Uyghur."?? A quarter ofa century after his falling out with the Uyghur 
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Communists, Shakirjanov’s Jadidist faith in the compatibility of scientific 
dialectology and national cultural construction remained intact. 


Soviet nationalities policy, far from consolidating the Uyghurs into a nation, 
had set the Kashgaris and Taranchis on divergent trajectories. Both found 
value in the language of Uyghur nationhood, but while the former sought to 
substantiate this idea through action in Xinjiang, the latter did so through na- 
tion building on Soviet soil, drawing both on the Jadidist template of the folk- 
loric nation and the new Stalinist orthodoxy. We might say that by 1930 there 
was not one Uyghur nation but two: one founded on the basis of citizenship, 
and the other on conformity with the Soviet criteria for nationhood. In neither 
case can it be said that Soviet officials provided support for the nation-building 
process, let alone that the Soviets “created” the Uyghur nation, as is sometimes 
suggested: far from it, in the case of the Kashgaris the Soviet Union had killed 
or imprisoned some of the most dedicated believers in the Bolsheviks’ declared 
mission of national liberation. 

Among the Taranchis too, the Stalinist turn had been bruising, but here at 
least they had something to show for it. Having legislated a Uyghur language 
into existence, some of the administrative confusion surrounding the basis for 
a Uyghur nation was dispelled. While Uyghur as a category had been treated 
with skepticism in the 1926 Soviet census, it was confirmed as an “ethnographic 
group” in 1937 and upgraded to a “national group” in 1939—still a far cry from 
a full-blown nation (natsiia), but no longer subject to queries and doubts. Yet 
in achieving this the Taranchis had largely cut themselves off from Xinjiang, 
as Soviet foreign policy required of them. Throughout the 1930s, emphasis was 
increasingly placed on the specifically Soviet quality of the new nation. In 1937 
Uyghur teachers in Kazakhstan held a conference in Alma-Ata, where they of 
fered a vote of thanks to Sergei Malov for his work. Identifying themselves as 
“representatives of the Soviet Uyghur nation,” they lauded his “great achieve- 
ments in the field of collecting, archiving, and publicizing the most precious 
records of ancient Uyghur culture and writing, and in creating and developing 
a new Soviet Uyghur literary language."?? It was in these days of high Stalinism 
that the category of “Soviet Uyghur” was born. 

What, then, of the other Uyghur nation? Bolshevik leaders had decreed un- 
ambiguously against support for revolutionary activity in Xinjiang, and the 
1927 purge had hit the Kashgaris hard. Yet the Soviets were not so ruthless as 
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to do away with all means of influencing the course of events in Xinjiang, 
particularly as the outcome of Chinese politics remained in doubt. The fact that 
at the end of 1927 Qadir Haji was permitted to launch a new version of Liberation 
in Tashkent was, I believe, a distant echo of the rout of the Chinese Commu- 
nist Party in Shanghai. As the Chinese Communist Party retreated to the 
mountains, and Chiang Kai-shek proceeded to unify the country on an anti- 
Communist basis, the Soviet Union no longer felt bound to its pledge to 
withhold support from anti-Chinese activists along its borders. Chen Deli, the 
Chinese consul in Andijan in 1927, was promoted to the Tashkent post in 1931. 
On arriving there he was outraged to find that Qadir Haji’s Liberation was still 
being published and was seeking to draw sojourning Kashgaris into revolu- 
tionary politics.’ After more than a decade of thrashing out the implications 
of the Russian Revolution for the Muslims of Xinjiang, many questions still 
remained. The answers to them would only be found in Xinjiang itself. 


The Battle for Xinjiang and 
the Uyghur Nation 


overnor Yang Zengxin’s commitment to national unity, and to retaining 

Chinese control in Xinjiang, required him to keep his distance from the 
national unifiers of his day. When Chiang Kai-shek established his capital in 
Nanjing, Yang had no interest in bringing Xinjiang into the GMD fold and 
jealously guarded his own authority. He had his own reasons for doing so, but 
he also feared that his hard-learned lessons for governing Xinjiang would be 
lost in the drive for modernization emanating from the interior. Maintaining 
independence in the new climate was no easy task, though, and eventually made 
Yang too many enemies to keep at bay. The man who replaced him in 1928 as 
provincial chairman, Jin Shuren, also kept the Nationalists at arm’s length but 
endorsed the GMD goal of modernizing frontier administration. Jin’s efforts to 
abolish the province’s remaining institutions of non-Chinese autonomy set 
off an uprising in Hami in 1931 that soon spread throughout the province, 
leading to the creation of the first East Turkistan Republic. The 1931-1933 rebel- 
lion, the Soviet response to it, and the fate of Uyghur nationalism in republican 
Xinjiang provide the focus of this final chapter. 

A number of scholars have described the events of the early 1930s in 
Xinjiang, from the first sparks of the Muslim rebellion to the rise of a new pro- 
Soviet warlord, Sheng Shicai (1897—1970).! Instead of retelling the entire story, 
I concentrate here on the experience of the provinces Muslim actors. In many 
ways this revolt was a reprisal of themes already developed in the 1920s: the 
possibility of a Soviet-aligned national Communist coalition between Xinjiang’s 
non-Chinese (primarily its Muslims and Mongols); the ambitions of Dungan 
leaders in Gansu and Qinghai to turn Xinjiang into a Muslim territory nomi- 
nally aligned to the GMD; local conflicts between factions of the Kashgar mer- 
chantry; and the paranoia of Soviet authorities regarding the potential for 
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these divisions to be exploited by imperialist meddling. Yet along with these 
familiar factors the early 1930s presented new conditions. In the Soviet 
Union, fear of war with the imperialist West was compounded by alarm at the 
threat from Japan. Just a few months after the outbreak of the uprising in Hami, 
Japan carried out its plan to occupy Manchuria and set about constructing the 
puppet monarchy of Manchukuo. In Central Asia, meanwhile, collectivization 
and the intensification of cotton production were provoking opposition, re- 
sulting in a flight from Soviet territory into Xinjiang. New, too, was the scale 
of the unrest, drawing a response from all corners of the province, including 
communities that have played little role in the story until now, such as the Mus- 
lims of Khotan. 


Echoes of the Northern Expedition 


In December 1927, a man by the name of Ali Ding Xicheng arrived in Nan- 
jing, three months after it had been declared the new capital of the Republic of 
China. Ding carried with him letters from Ibrahim, the hereditary duke 
(gong) of Uchturfan in Xinjiang, as well as a declaration to the citizens of China.’ 
Ding claimed to have met Ibrahim while the duke was serving as one of Xinji- 
ang representatives to the National Parliament in Beijing in the early 1920s. 
When Duke Ibrahim returned to Xinjiang, he invited Ding to accompany him 
to inspect social and political conditions in the province. In the documents he 
submitted to the parliament, and in a series of meetings with National Gov- 
ernment Chairman Tan Yankai, Ding lamented Xinjiang’s backward condition, 
which had seen little change since the Qing, and urged the GMD leadership 
to pay greater attention to revolutionary work in the nation’s northwest. 

Each flush of national revolution in China breathed new life into the other- 
wise stale Nationalist slogan of “five races in harmony.” In the wake of the 
Xinhai revolution, Muslims in China such as Li Qian had considered the im- 
plications of this slogan for themselves and fashioned an intellectual case for 
greater Muslim autonomy in western China. In 1927, when Chiang Kai-shek’s 
victory revived discussion of constitutional visions for China, history repeated 
itself, and voices calling for greater recognition of the Muslim presence in China 
could again be heard. Ding’s relationship with Ibrahim mirrored that between 
Li Qian and the Hami Wang Shah Maqsud in 1914. Ding knew of the prece- 
dent, and in his submissions he cited Li Qian’s earlier campaigning efforts and 
drew on similar rhetoric. As Li had argued, Ding held that China’s Muslims 
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suffered discrimination in comparison with the nation’s Mongols and Tibetans, 
in violation of the Republicans’ professed commitment to “five races in har- 
mony.” When the Nanjing assembly announced the convening of a new Mon- 
golian and Tibetan Committee, Ding lobbied for it be expanded to include 
Muslim representatives.? 

In February 1928, Muslim dignitaries in the city of Wuhan invited Ding 
to pay them a visit, and from there he headed north to Henan Province for a 
meeting with its new governor, Feng Yuxiang.‘ In 1927 relations between Feng 
and the Dungan warlords of Gansu had soured, and the Gansu and Qinghai 
Muslims had revolted against Feng’s Citizen’s Army, leaving the warlord's claims 
to be defending the interests of China's Muslims in tatters. Withdrawing from 
the northwest, Feng threw in his lot with Chiang Kai-shek and received the 
governorship of Henan. The outcome of the meeting between Feng and Ding 
was a proposal that Nanjing send the Gansu Dungan leader Ma Fuxiang 
(1876—1932) to inspect affairs in Xinjiang. Ma Fuxiang had previously served 
in the Qing military in Xinjiang and collaborated with Feng's Citizens Army 
in Gansu. For this, he too was forced out of Gansu in 1927, and when Ding 
met him he was on the verge of joining the GMD. Meanwhile, Ding was ap- 
pointed to a group conducting preparatory work toward the creation ofa GMD 
party branch in Xinjiang? 

As Yang Zengxin well knew, this combined push from Feng Yuxiang, Ma 
Fuxiang, and Nanjing was aimed squarely at dislodging him from Ürümchi. 
Scrambling to fend them off, he suddenly announced his willingness to restruc- 
ture his administration along GMD lines and raise the Nationalist flag in 
Xinjiang. In offering this compromise, Yang might have succeeded in deterring 
his rivals in the interior, but he had enemies close at hand too. Within a few 
days of these overtures to Nanjing, he was shot dead, assassinated at a graduation 
ceremony. Yang's successor, Jin Shuren, who had previously served as county 
magistrate in Kashgar, quickly secured the scene and pointed the finger at Fan 
Yaonan, a long-serving foreign affairs official in Ürümchi. Not surprisingly, 
many have suspected Feng Yuxiang of involvement in the plot, though it seems 
unlikely that Feng would have organized an assassination when political mo- 
mentum was going his way. In Ürümchi, there seems to have been little interest 
in investigating the murder, and it has never been fully accounted or P Soon 
after Yang’s death, Ding received a curious letter from contacts in Uriimchi en- 
couraging him to return to Xinjiang, but with the proviso that “we must retain 
this current administration, no one should be permitted to take advantage of 
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this." Ding announced that he was leaving for Xinjiang, but when he reached 
Beijing, Duke Ibrahim suddenly sent word that he had never appointed Ding as 
his representative and would take no responsibility for any of his actions.? 

Again we see that Ding's story mirrors that of Li Qian. In 1914, Yang 
Zengxin had mobilized his representatives in the capital (and no doubt intrigued 
in Xinjiang too), and soon enough Shah Maqsud disavowed any relationship 
with Li Qian. Jin Shuren seems to have succeeded in similarly outmaneuvering 
Ding. What had happened? Was Ding an impostor all along? Had Jin Shuren 
sufficiently consolidated his position to lean on Ibrahim directly? Neither of 
these scenarios seems likely. Most probably what caused Ibrahim to balk was 
the strong antagonism toward Feng Yuxiang among the Muslims of the north- 
west. Having thrown Feng’s Citizens’ Army out of Gansu, the province's 
Dungan warlords were in no mood to allow Feng to reestablish himself in neigh- 
boring Xinjiang. In the middle of 1929, a telegram signed not only by the 
Dungan military elite of the northwest, but also the Muslim aristocracy of Xin- 
jiang (including Ibrahim), listed Feng's crimes in Gansu and denounced 
him in the most militant terms: "in the interests of both the nation and of 
self-defense, we rise as one to condemn [Feng]. We Muslims, in serried ranks 
500,000 strong, will summon our strength and struggle onward, confronting 
the guns and cannons with our flesh and blood."? 

This was a sharp rebuke to Feng Yuxiang, but it was by no means a vote of 
confidence in Jin Shuren. The view of Li Qian and Ding Xicheng—that Na- 
tionalist China's vision of five races in harmony entailed an autonomous 
Muslim territorial unit in northwest China—was probably widely held among 
Chinese-speaking Muslims who followed national politics. With any immediate 
GMD push into Xinjiang now looking unlikely, local Dungan leaders were 
obliged to look elsewhere for support for such autonomy. In early 1930, Kashgar 
Circuit Commissioner (now known officially as “chief administrator” [xing- 
zhengzhang]) Ma Shaowu approached the Soviet consul with a request for 
arms, offering to root out Basmachi holdouts in the surrounds of Kashgar, but 
also expressing his desire to create a new Muslim province centered on Kashgar, 
stating that the Soviets would thereby obtain in the Tarim Basin “what the Japa- 
nese have in Manchuria.” The NKID rejected the proposal, but a few weeks 
later, when Ma’s officials were caught in Tashkent trying to buy arms on the 
black market, the Soviets seized the opportunity. In return for concealing the 
arrests from Uriimchi, Tashkent demanded the opening of new border cross- 
ings and extensive trading privileges in Kashgar.'? 
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This incident gives a clear indication of Soviet priorities in Xinjiang, which 
were focused on obtaining a more extensive trade deal with Xinjiang so as to 
secure the province as a reliable base of raw materials in the event of war with 
Britain and its allies. A week after Ma’s emissary was caught in Tashkent, a 
high-level NKID meeting held on the Turkistan-Siberia railway resolved to 
strengthen ties with Jin Shuren, permitting the sale of arms to Uriimchi in re- 
turn for trading rights.'! It took a further eighteen months of diplomacy to seal 
the deal, and in October 1931, Jin signed the secret “Agreement on Economic 
Relations between the Government of Xinjiang Province and the USSR.” 


The Hami Uprising and the Mongols 


Yang Zengxin ruled Xinjiang through a carefully constructed patrimonial net- 
work among the province’s non-Chinese elite, a set of constituencies that he 
kept in check by never allowing a single one of them to provide his sole base of 
support. The Russian mystic Nicholas Roerich met Yang in 1926 and marveled 
at his ability to manipulate the locals: “sometimes he calls into life the Dun- 
gans; now the Moslems; again the Kalmucks and then the Kirghiz.”!* By the 
time of his assassination, though, these tactics were reaching the end of their 
effectiveness. Wary of relying on Dungan support since the mid-1920s, Yang 
turned to the province's Mongols, garrisoning his eastern front with Torghud 
cavalry from Qarashahr.? Yet complications soon emerged in this Mongol 
policy, as conflict in the Altay saw troops from the Mongolian People's Republic 
probing Xinjiang’s defenses. To prevent the possibility of local Mongols linking 
up with these raids, Yang leant toward the Kazakhs of the Altay, arming them 
to repel the Mongol incursions. When American explorer Owen Lattimore 
crossed from Inner Mongolia into Xinjiang in 1927, he witnessed bands of gun- 
toting Kazakhs moving south toward Gansu and Qinghai.” The arming of the 
Kazakhs in turn led to conflict among rival members of the Kerey Kazakh ar- 
istocracy, which threatened to spread from the Altay south to the Tianshan.” 
The corollary of Yang’s “ethno-elitist” approach to Xinjiang (to borrow Justin 
Jacobs’s term) was his strong opposition to the Nationalists’ land reclamation 
and colonization policies in frontier regions. At Yang’s death, incoming deputy 
provincial chairman Liu Wenlong penned a letter to Nanjing, in which he ar- 
gued for a continuation of Yang’s policies and warned against any steps that 
could antagonize the province’s non-Chinese aristocracy. “Lands that have long 
belonged to the nomadic Mongols and Kazakhs still belong to the Mongols and 
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Kazakhs,” he cautioned, “and no matter what, we cannot confiscate them in 
the face of opposition, and forcefully convert them into agricultural land."! 
Yet Chairman Jin was committed to the Nationalist approach of homogenizing, 
and in effect sinicizing, the administration of China's periphery. In 1929-1930 
he set about dismantling residual Qing institutions among Xinjiang’s nomadic 
groups, appointing Chinese officials to the Ili Valley and downgrading the 
position of the Ili garrison commissioner. These policies were not to the liking 
of the districts Kirghiz, Kazakhs, and Mongols." In the case of the Kerey 
Kazakhs in the Altay, the Kazakh wangs were strong enough to expel the 
Chinese, but in Qarashahr the local Torghud Mongols were compelled to 
“petition” for the appointment of provincial officials, which proceeded 
without a hitch.'® Pushing ahead with the policy, in 1930 Jin abolished the 
Hami wang administration and set about dividing the fiefdom into counties, 
imposing new taxes, and resettling poor Chinese immigrants from Gansu in 
the oasis. This proved to be a step too far, and in early 1931 the local Muslim 
population took up arms in revolt. 

What little we know of the Hami rebel camp suggests that it was home to 
a mix of political tendencies, including Hami aristocrats seeking to restore their 
hereditary rights, but also men with Jadidist backgrounds and/or pro-Soviet 
inclinations. It is probably unwise to assign political distinctions too much 
weight at this early stage in events; the immediate question for the rebels was 
how to obtain the necessary arms and ammunition to resist Uriimchi’s reprisals. 
The uprising initially looked to Gansu, inviting the incursion of Dungan 
troops of the Nationalist army’s 36th Division, led by a charismatic young of- 
ficer named Ma Zhongying. This alliance inflicted a series of defeats on the 
provincial army in the summer and fall of 1931, before Ma was injured in a 
clash with Jin Shuren’s White Russian mercenaries and withdrew to Gansu. 

As winter set in, the rebels took refuge in the mountains north of Hami. 
From there, it was only a short journey to the Mongolian People’s Republic, 
where they next looked for support. A Kazakh from the town of Barkól named 
Qasim, who may have been an employee of Mongolia’s national minorities 
bureau, acted as the initial go-between in this relationship.? This led to 
Mongolia dispatching a fact-finding mission to the rebels, which crossed into 
Xinjiang in December 1931. 'The Mongolian agent entrusted with this mission 
was none other than Lavaryn Demberel, the same revolutionary who had trav- 
eled to the Ili Valley ten years earlier and had accompanied Abdullah Ro- 
zibaqiev and Qadir Haji to the 1922 Comintern Congress in Moscow.?? 
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By the time Demberel and his party arrived, leadership of the uprising 
had fallen to a man named Khoja Niyaz Haji, a well-traveled Hami native 
who had previously been in the service of the Hami Wang. Demberel did 
not reveal his mission at first, arousing suspicions that he was a Chinese spy. 
When his purpose eventually became known, some expressed opposition to 
collaborating with the Mongols, having heard disturbing reports of po- 
litical conditions in Communist Mongolia. Nevertheless, Demberel won 
Khoja Niyaz Haji’s trust and eventually presented an offer of military sup- 
port. Early in the new year, the Mongol emissary returned to Ulaanbaatar, 
taking with him a trio of Muslims from Hami, Turfan, and Kashgar. The 
party reached the capital in March 1932 and delivered an appeal for arms 
and military counsel signed by Khoja Niyaz Haji and the leaders of the 
insurrection.?! 

The turn to Mongolia obliged Khoja Niyaz Haji to depict his uprising in 
terms most likely to win Communist backing. Instead of presenting the revolt 
as a Muslim undertaking, the Hami leaders described it as a national uprising of 
the "Chantou peoples." Khoja Niyaz Haji introduced himself as the *head 
of the Central Committee of the Chantou People’s Republic" (Chanto 
khalglarning jumhiriyatkhananing tofdyerining bashliqi), and Demberel's reports 
concurred in depicting the rebels as a revolutionary party-in-formation. The 
letter described a network of contacts reaching as far as Kashgar and Khotan 
and referred to the Torghud Mongols in Qarashahr as allies.?? It made only cur- 
sory reference to the Dungan incursion of 1931 and hinted at bad blood 
between the two groups, complaining that Ma Zhongying had carried off 
the Hami partisans’ arms and ammunition and abandoned them to Jin Shuren's 
counterattack. 

Khoja Niyaz Haji's appeal to Mongolia bore fruit, and in April 1932 Dem- 
berel and Qasim coordinated a shipment of weapons, uniforms, and cash to 
Hami. Not surprisingly, many have seen in this the direct hand of Moscow. It 
seems the Hami representatives did meet with Comintern officials along the 
way, but conclusive proof of Moscow’s involvement is lacking. Galindeviin My- 
agmarsambuu's account, based on Mongolian archives, describes only the 
Mongol People's Revolutionary Party secretaries Shijee and Genden as approving 
the arms shipment, allowing for the possibility that the Mongolian Communists 
were acting independently.” The negotiations for aid took place during a wave 
ofanti-Communist uprisings across Mongolia, which were subsequently blamed 
on the Comintern’s “leftist” errors. In mid-1932, all Comintern representatives 
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were withdrawn from the country, signaling the end of Comintern activities in 
Mongolia. Unfortunately for the rebels in Hami, the 1932 uprisings also ruled 
out any possibility of ongoing support for those fighting in Xinjiang. The turn 
toward more cautious policies in Mongolia would leave no room for dangerous 
cross-border operations in Chinese territory. 


South Turkistan Autonomy and the 
East Turkistan Republic 


In the spring of 1932, Ma Zhongying’s deputy Ma Shiming led units of the 
36th Division back to Xinjiang, restoring a tentative alliance with local Mus- 
lims. Bolstered by the new arrivals, Khoja Niyaz Haji evicted provincial troops 
from Hami, but insisted on consolidating his position in Hami first, before 
heading west. This led to a falling-out between him and Ma Shiming, who 
marched on the Turfan oasis in December 1932. The arrival of the Dungans in 
Turfan coincided with a series of uprisings in the region. The Turfan uprising 
was led by Khoja Niyaz Haji’s collaborator Mahmud Muhiti, scion of a wealthy 
local family who ran a cotton business with Soviet Russia and had a Jadidist 
pedigree stretching back twenty years. Ma Shiming assigned the leaders of these 
local uprisings ranks in the 36th Division, placing them nominally within the 
Nationalist Army command. In Turfan, Mahmud Muhiti became Mahmud 
Shizhang (division commander), and the beg of Bügür, Temür, became Temür 
Lüzhang (brigade commander). By January 1933, most of the Turfan oasis was 
in rebel hands. 

Events to the south prompted a changing of the guard in the capital. In the 
early days of the rebellion, Jin Shuren had relied on provincial troops and White 
Russian mercenaries, but in early 1933 the Soviets repatriated into Xinjiang 
around ten thousand Chinese soldiers who had fled into Soviet territory from 
fighting the Japanese in Manchuria. Locals referred to these newcomers as the 
Red Beards—the same name given to Chinese bandits that roamed the Russia- 
China frontier. The arrival of the Red Beards turned the tide in Uriimchi’s 
favor and coincided with a breakdown of relations between Ma Shiming and 
the Turki rebels in Turfan. A campaign led by a Red Beard officer named Sheng 
Shicai soon restored provincial authority in the Turfan oasis. Yet despite this 
success, Governor Jin’s troops lacked faith in his ability to defeat the insurrec- 
tion, and in April 1933 his White Russian recruits, supported by the Red 
Beards, turned on him and carried out a coup. In his place, they installed Yang 
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Zengxin’s close associate, Liu Wenlong, as acting provincial chairman, but real 
power fell into the hands of Sheng Shicai. 

Driven out of Turfan, some of Khoja Niyaz Haji’s allies headed south. Temiir 
Liizhang’s militia was reinforced by Dungans recruited from the town of Qa- 
rashahr, led by Ma Shiming’s deputy, Ma Zhancang. This gave these two men 
sufficient strength to seize Kucha and Korla and set out toward Kashgar. As 
Temiir and Ma Zhancang descended from the north, Kashgar Circuit Com- 
missioner Ma Shaowu adopted two strategies to ward off the rebels, both of 
which backfired. One was to commission a Kirghiz militia under an officer 
named Osman Ali, who belonged to the border guard stationed to the city’s 
west. Unfortunately for Ma Shaowu, when these Kirghiz were dispatched to 
confront Temiir and Ma Zhancang’s troops, they switched sides and joined the 
rebels.” Ma Shaowu’s second move was to broaden the base of his administra- 
tion. At the end of April 1933, he convened a new municipal council (shang- 
hui), with Umar Akhunbayev as chairman. (One witness says that Ma Shaowu 
actually tried to resign his position and appoint Umar Akhunbayev as circuit 
commissioner)? Instead of organizing the defense of the city, though, the Kash- 
gari assembly decided to send a party out to greet the advancing coalition. 

In terms of Kashgar’s Old City politics, Temiir Beg’s arrival was a victory 
for the Artush faction, led by a man named Noruz Bay, who had established 
contact with Khoja Niyaz Haji as early as the spring of 1932. Temür and Noruz 
Bay founded a new political party calling itself Liberation of East Turkistan 
and abolished Umar Akhunbayev’s municipal council. In its place they orga- 
nized a new assembly, to be chaired by Noruz Bay, which announced itself as 
the National Islamic Council of Kashgar. It did not prove easy to marginalize 
the Kashgar old guard, however, and Temiir’s group soon fell apart. In its place a 
combined local assembly was established, dominated by the Akhunbayev faction 
but including supporters of Noruz Bay and representatives of the Kirghiz. 

Tensions remained high among the various militias in Kashgar. Osman Ali's 
Kirghiz had entered Kashgar first, and set about plundering Chinese property. 
‘These attacks on Chinese antagonized the Dungans, but Temür Beg took a po- 
sition of neutrality toward them, which led in turn to conflict between the 
Dungans and the Kashgaris in the Old City. In the wake of renewed street 
fighting, a tentative accord was reached between the parties, with Temür ap- 
pointed commander-in-chief, Osman his deputy, and a pair of circuit commis- 
sioners: Yunus Beg Saidi (1902—1938) and Su Jinshou. The former was a graduate 
of Ürümchi's Institute of Russian, Law, and Politics and an ally of Temür from 
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Turfan; the latter was Ma Zhancang’s chief of staff. Both were Russian speakers, 
and both expressed an intention to carry out Guomindang policy in Kashgar.? 
Local Jadidists such as Qutluq Haji Shawqi, who twenty years earlier had cor- 
responded with Ismail Gasprinskii about the need to develop local publishing, 
hijacked the Swedish mission’s printing press and started publishing a paper 
called Life of East Turkistan. As Temiir’s organ it held a pro-Khoja Niyaz Haji 
position, lauding him as a warrior for the faith. 

Meanwhile, a party of survivors from Turfan had regrouped with Khoja 
Niyaz Haji in Hami, including the cotton entrepreneur Mahmud Muhiti. In 
April, Khoja Niyaz led his troops back to the Turfan oasis, making rapid headway 
during the coup in Ürümchi. For the time being, a semblance of unity among 
the province’s rebels held. In June, they wrote to the Administrative Yuan in 
Nanjing, announcing themselves as the “Xinjiang Citizens Revolutionary 
Army” and defending their actions as a justified response to Jin Shuren's tyr- 
anny.” Khoja Niyaz Haji was among the signatories to the letter, as were the 
two newly appointed Kashgar circuit commissioners. At its head, though, with 
the title of commander-in-chief, was the heir to the wang’s fiefdom in Hami, 
Bashir. Two other provincial aristocrats were listed as division commanders, 
giving the revolutionary army a decidedly restorative coloring: Iskandar in 
Turfan, whose family’s hereditary title of wang had just been abolished, along 
with the wang of Kucha. To secure the Kucha wang’s collaboration, Khoja Niyaz 
Haji signed off on a series of conditions according the aristocrat civil authority 
in Kucha and surrounding counties.” 

Although the rebels seemed on the verge of taking Ürümchi, Khoja Niyaz 
Haji's united front with che Dungans was on shaky foundations. Conspicuously 
missing from the signatories to this letter to Nanjing was Ma Zhongying, who 
was now approaching the provincial capital from the east, sweeping along the 
flank of the Tianshan. Seeking to drive a wedge between the factions, Ürümchi 
initially contacted Ma Zhongying, offering him military supremacy in the 
Tarim Basin. Khoja Niyaz Haji's anxieties about Ma's ambitions were com- 
pounded by conflicts surrounding arms and ammunition, which was in des- 
perately short supply among the rebels. This discord eventually led to a severing 
of ties between the Muslim leaders. Capitalizing on the breach, Sheng now en- 
tered into negotiations with Khoja Niyaz Haji. In June, a party of Sheng’s 
representatives—including Muslims in Sheng’s service but also Chen Deli, who 
after lengthy diplomatic service in Soviet Turkistan had now been appointed 
Sheng’s head of foreign affairs—met with Khoja Niyaz in the town of Fukang 
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to Ürümchi's north. As recorded by Khoja Niyaz’s secretary, Hamidullah Tur- 
fani, the Fukang accord provided for the partition of Xinjiang into north and 
south, with Hami, Turfan, and the south to be administered by local Muslims. 
On this basis Khoja Niyaz signed off on the deal, and on his way south he re- 
ceived Soviet arms and sent representatives to Tashkent for talks. By July, Khoja 
Niyaz was signing himself as the “Head of the Local Government of South 
Turkistan” (Janibi Türkistan yerlik hukimat bashliqi).*° 

Khoja Niyaz Haji’s decision to break with Ma Zhongying was unpopular 
among his allies in the province’s aristocratic milieu, who had close ties to Chi- 
nese politics and were in favor of collaboration with the Dungans. These in- 
cluded men such as Yolbars Beg, the Hami wang’s majordomo (ordabegi), who 
professed in his memoirs to be horrified at the thought of enlisting Commu- 
nist support, and now set himself up independently in Hami. The Turfan wang, 
too, lent support to Ma Zhongying.?! Prominent voices among Xinjiang’s 
Soviet émigrés also sided with the Dungans. In his memoirs Alikhan Tora, 
who was living in Ghulja when the revolt broke out, glorifies Ma Zhongying 
and mourns the fact that Khoja Niyaz Haji’s allies failed to keep faith with 
him. Yet Dungan ambitions in Xinjiang, as we have seen, left little room for 
the intellectuals and entrepreneurs represented by Khoja Niyaz Haji and his 
network. These were people whose own fate was tied to the Soviet Union in various 
ways (many had spent time there in the 1920s) and who now decided to bind 
the province to it, too. 

The events in the north had serious repercussions in Kashgar, as the ruling 
triumvirate of Osman, Temiir, and Ma Zhancang fell out among themselves. 
Osman withdrew to the mountains, where his ranks were gradually swelled 
by anti-Soviet Basmachi fighters, along with a more recent influx of Kirghiz 
refugees from Soviet Kirghizstan, where collectivization policies were provoking 
violent opposition.?? Ex-circuit commissioner Ma Shaowu now found common 
cause with Ma Zhancang, and the two withdrew south to Kashgar’s New City. 
Luring Temiir out of Kashgar, Ma Zhancang succeeded in capturing and exe- 
cuting him, leaving the seat of authority in the Old City vacant. 

To Kashgar’s south, meanwhile, a new rebellion had erupted in Khotan. 
There, the mobilization was led by a group of self-styled amirs, who advocated the 
founding of an independent Muslim Republic. These men took control of 
Khotan in February 1933 and dispatched troops westward toward Yarkand. 
They also sent Sabit Damolla, a respected Islamic scholar, to Kashgar for talks. 
As Temiir Beg’s star faded in the Old City, the Khotan amirs stepped in to fill 
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the gap, and a new coalition developed around Sabit Damolla. His support 
rested on part of Temiir’s faction, sections of the Kirghiz, along with a new set 
of Turkish-educated nationalists who had recently arrived in Kashgar to join 
in the uprising. These included locals such as the poet Muhammad Ali (Mamtili) 
Effendi from Artush, as well as émigrés from Soviet Central Asia and Turkey, 
who founded the "Independence" (Istiqlal) Association 22 In November, the Inde- 
pendence Association announced the formation of the East Turkistan Republic 
(ETR), with Sabit Damolla as its prime minister. In a surprising step, they ap- 
pointed Khoja Niyaz Haji, who was then in Aqsu and theoretically aligned 
with Uriimchi (and by extension with the Soviets), as president in absentia. 

In insisting on the ETR’s independent and Islamic character, the Indepen- 
dence Association went well beyond the autonomous “South Turkistan” envis- 
aged in the Fukang accords. The multinational composition of the Independence 
Association has led scholars to describe the ETR as a sharp turn to pan- 
Islamist or pan-Turkist politics in Kashgar, though in its composition the ETR 
exhibited significant continuity with local reform efforts of the past.*4 The 
ETR’s minister of education, for example, was Abdulkarim Khan Makhdum 
(or Makhsum), who twenty years earlier had helped found the Society to Pro- 
mote Education that had sought to establish Jadidist schools in Kashgar.” 
The minister of finance was a member of the Musabayev family. There was 
some continuity, too, with Temiir Beg’s short-lived administration. On receiving 
the invitation to serve as president, Khoja Niyaz Haji requested that the ETR 
appoint Temiir’s circuit commissioner, Yunus Saidi, to the position of interior 
minister. Given these continuities, it is not hard to see why Khoja Niyaz Haji 
chose to assume the presidency. He must have realized the risks but still hoped 
to steer developments in a direction likely to win Soviet backing. 

If this was Khoja Niyaz Haji’s strategy, he was soon to be disappointed. 
Shortly after he reached Kashgar the president was summoned to a meeting with 
Soviet officials at the Irkeshtam pass, where they upbraided him and instructed 
him to prove his reliability by seizing the ETR’s anti-Soviet prime minister, Sabit 
Damolla. Finding himself caught between a rock and a hard place, Khoja Niyaz 


Haji obliged and rendered the prime minister up to his executioners.*° 


A Uyghur Rebellion? 


These transient political formations left little written record of themselves, and 
it is hard to delve much deeper than the political narrative I have provided 
here. Yet for the purposes of this book it is necessary to ask what role, if any, 
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Uyghur nationalist politics played in these events. As we have seen, the first 
political statements to emerge from the uprising adopted traditional terminology. 
The Hami rebels announced themselves to the Mongolian People’s Republic 
as representatives of the “Chantou” (Turban-Wearing) peoples, speaking for a 
“Chantou People’s Republic.” Chantou, of course, was the Qing designation for 
Xinjiang’s Turkic-speaking Muslims, and it was also the name by which Mus- 
lims from Xinjiang were known in Mongolia. This fact may have influenced the 
choice of terminology, but just as likely the Hami rebels were comfortable with 
this self-designation. 

In raising the rebel flag, Khoja Niyaz Haji and his allies needed unambig- 
uous terms, and “Uyghur” was not yet a popular rallying point. In Xinjiang, 
the connotations of “Uyghur” were primarily political, not national. A vivid 
illustration of this is given in a story from the mid-1920s by Nazarkhoja Ab- 
dusamadoy, in which he imagines two old men discussing politics in the Kashgar 
bazaar. Although a fictional interaction, it gives us a good sense of what the 
word “Uyghur” actually meant in Xinjiang: 


Tell me, what’s the news? 

‘There’s uproar in the bazaar! 

Why? What’s going on? 

Right now nothing much. But there are rumors going round that 
the Uyghurs are about to rise up. 

Why would they rise up? Surely not! 

No, it seems to be true, my friend. The short-shirts have got very 
active lately. 

Those short-shirts still haven’t come to their senses. In Tsar Nicho- 
las’s day they couldn’ sit still in Central Asia. Since the Bolsheviks 
have come along they're still being stubborn. They don’t get along with 
any of them! Well, the Bolsheviks gave them what they deserved. So 
they’ve forgotten that already! 

I know what you mean. But who are these “Uyghurs” anyway? 

The “Uyghurs” are these short-shirts we're talking about. 


When Abdusamadov’s collaborator Zarif Bashiri published a Tatar translation 
of this story in 1931, he had to add a footnote here explaining that “among the 
Uyghurs of Chinese Turkistan, the idea that ‘we’re Uyghurs’ is not widespread, 
instead they say ‘were Muslim.’ Because it was the Jadidists and nationalists 
who discovered the fact that they were Uyghurs, they call Jadidists and national 
revolutionaries ‘Uyghurs.’ "7 Of course, by now the prerevolutionary short-shirts 
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were mostly card-carrying Communists, and not surprisingly the Soviet consul 
in Kashgar observed in 1931 that “in Xinjiang the word ‘Uyghur is almost iden- 
tical with the word Bolshevik.”** 

This does not mean, though, that ideas of Uyghur nationhood, and of Uy- 
ghuristan, had no place in the uprising. In Jadidist circles in Xinjiang that looked 
to the Soviet Union for support, engagement with romantic invocations of Uy- 
ghur mytho-genealogy can indeed be found. The Turfan Jadidist Abdulkhaliq, 
who is said to have spent time in the Soviet Union in the mid-1920s, mimicked 
Nazarkhoja Abdusamadov in adopting “Uyghur” as his nom de plume and 
wrote poetry drawing on themes similar to the Uyghur Child, invoking 
Uyghur as the personified progenitor of his community. Abdulkhaliq’s 
poem “Don’t Want To” (/stimds) mourned the fate of his community in 
these terms: 


Today not one of Ham’s descendants [the Europeans] remains 
enslaved, 

Yet Uyghur's sons have never tried to understand why this is. 

They make themselves sick consuming poison, they are in grave 
danger, 

But even at death’s door my people don’t want to cure themselves.?? 


Such poems seem to have struck a chord locally. Legend has it that in Turfan 
in late 1932 Abdulkhaliq Uyghur wrote out on white sheets and hung up in 
the streets his poem "Awake!" (Oyghan), which begins “Awake poor Uyghur, 
you've slept long enough!”*° 

The Uyghur symbol’s association with Soviet politics must have made some 
supporters of the East Turkistan Republic wary of it. In his inaugural speech, 
ETR prime minister Sabit Damolla proclaimed that “the blue flag with moon 
and star has been adopted for the whole of great Turkistan (bütün ulugh 
Tiirkistan).’*' Certainly there were many in Kashgar who had an interest in em- 
phasizing pan-Turkic or Muslim unity, most notably the émigrés from the So- 
viet Union. For these, maintaining a united front either with the Dungans or 
with the Kirghiz was essential to staving off a Red Xinjiang, and all that it would 
entail. In the ETR’s journal Independence, Tughrul Beg Rahimi from Marg- 


ilan, warned against division: 


Never call people “city-dweller,” “Andijani,” or “Kirghiz.” 
We are all sons of the same father, and members of one nation.£ 
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Yet the concept of Uyghur-as-descent (as opposed to Uyghur-as-nation) was by 
no means incompatible with such talk, and supporters of the ETR also made 
use of Uyghurist symbols. There was, it would seem, some confusion within 
the ETR as to the best name for the state: its coins were stamped either as the 
Republic of East Turkistan or the Republic of Uyghuristan.? The poet Mu- 
hammad Ali Effendi was among the students from Xinjiang who returned to 
Kashgar from Istanbul to greet the founding of the republic. His 1933 poem 
“We Are Uyghur’s Children" (Biz Uyghurning baliliri), spoke in terms similar 
to those of Abdulkhaliq Uyghur: 


We are Uyghur's children, our hearts are bright. 
Glorious is the long road of life we have traveled.“4 


Many of these issues have been reinterpreted through the lens of conflicts 
that were yet to come, and we cannot be sure to what extent questions of 
identity divided the rebel camps. On this issue, Xinjiang was still a decade 
behind the Soviet Union, and in this sense the early 1930s in Xinjiang corre- 
spond to the early 1920s in the Soviet Union. Various parties to the conflict 
made use of romantic notions of Uyghur genealogy, or of Uyghuristan, but 
neither Khoja Niyaz Haji nor the Khotan rebels formulated their political 
claims in terms of the rights of the Uyghurs as a nation. Rhetoric of Turkic or 
Muslim unity, I suggest, should be seen as primarily expressing a political 
position within shifting coalitions of Dungans, locals, Kirghiz, émigrés, and 
Chinese, and not a theoretical stance on the ideal boundaries of the nation. 
That is to say, the time had not yet come when strictly defined national catego- 
ries would form the basis for provincial politics. That time, however, was not 
far away. Just as 1924 and the national delimitation policy had seen a sharp- 
ening of these issues in the Soviet Union, 1934 would see them posed in a new 
way in Xinjiang. 


The View from across the Border 


By the early 1930s, contradictory trends were influencing Moscow's view of 
Xinjiang. On the one hand, the Comintern was now much more an instrument 
of Soviet state interests than it had been in the 1920s, giving the NKID the 
upper hand in policy deliberations. In Xinjiang policy this was confirmed in 
1927 when the Politburo resolved to “orient to the mandarinate” in Ürümchi, 
leading to the roundup of the Uyghur Communists in Andijan. On the other 
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hand, Chiang Kai-shek had severed ties between China and the Soviet Union, 
freeing the Bolsheviks to experiment with policy options that had previously 
been avoided for diplomatic reasons. One example of this newfound flexi- 
bility in China policy was a resolution from the Sixth Congress of the Chinese 
Communist Party, held mid-1928 in Moscow, “On the National Question in 
China.” Here for the first time was recognized the existence of oppressed mi- 
norities in China deserving of the right to national self-determination. The 
resolution was tentatively worded, calling only for further discussion on the 
topic at the Seventh Congress (not held until 1945), and for this reason scholars 
have tended to see it as a dead letter. Yet while Chinese Communists showed 
little interest in investigating the issue further, Soviet experts on China 
deemed it a topic worthy of study. 

Pavel Mif, a leading member of the Comintern Executive, was rector of the 
Communist University of the Toilers of China (KUTK, also known as Sun Yat- 
sen University). He also directed research on China in the Institute of Global 
Economy and Global Politics, part of Moscow’s Communist Academy. Mif’s 
Scientific Research Institute on China commenced work in 1931, just as the 
revolt in Hami was breaking out, and in its first year of existence it undertook 
two projects with significance for Xinjiang. One was to study the national com- 
position of China, aiming at a comprehensive description of its non-Chinese 
nationalities. This ethnographic work was considered particularly urgent given 
the likelihood that Japan would push the Chinese resistance into the nation’s 
southwest, known to be heavily populated by poorly studied national minori- 
ties.” The other undertaking involved fieldwork: a scientific expedition to the 
Sino-Soviet frontier in Central Asia to study the Xinjiang émigré population 
and its political orientation. In 1931 two parties set out toward Xinjiang—one 
to study the Dungans of Issiq Köl and Frunze, the other to work among Kash- 
gari migrants in the Ferghana Valley. The research teams were tasked with in- 
vestigating the socioeconomic motives for the migration, connections that 
migrants had with politics in Xinjiang, and factors that might be producing 
anti-Soviet sentiment among them. The mission to the Kashgaris was to be the 
first of three expeditions to the borders of Xinjiang in 1931, 1932, and 1933, 
each of which produced differing results and recommendations. These three 
expeditions allow us to trace the shifting Soviet position toward events across 
the border. 

The motivation for these missions was a growing sense that the Xinjiang 
émigrés were hostile toward the Soviet Union—an impediment to influencing 
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politics in China’s west. The 1927 crackdown on the Uyghur Communists, it 
seems, had consequences for social conditions along the border. With many of 
those activists working among the Kashgari labor migration now purged, con- 
trol of the labor supply was effectively handed to the aqsagals and Chinese con- 
suls.“° In Kashgar itself, Maks Dumpis’s idea of cultivating support in the lower 
echelons of the bazaar had been abandoned, as the Soviets reached a modus 
vivendi with Umar Akhunbayev. In 1930 the Soviet consul in Uriimchi, Moisei 
Adolfovich Nemchenko, expressed his view that economic pursuits were com- 
promising the Soviet Union’s political interests: “Soviet organizations in western 
China are completely isolated from the local population,” he wrote. “Trade is 
conducted exclusively with the colonizing group, which was established by the 
Qing and is artificially maintained by the local Chinese administration, which 
seeks thereby to isolate Soviet organizations from local national elements. As a 
result the local national groups, exploited by the Chinese and this colonial elite, 
redirect their dissatisfaction toward Soviet organizations and the system of So- 
viet trade." 

Having recently returned to Moscow from his posting as consul, it was Nem- 
chenko who led the 1931 expedition. On this first trip, he focused on gaining 
a picture of the Tarim Basin’s rural society and its class composition, but along 
the way he found serious shortcomings in the treatment of the Kashgari laborers 
on Soviet soil. He reported on these to the Central Asia Bureau in Tashkent, 
which passed a series of resolutions to improve the health and well-being of the 
Kashgari migrants, calling for more Red Teahouses, medical stations, and food 
distribution points along the roads that they traveled. When Nemchenko re- 
turned to Moscow he submitted his findings to the Comintern's Eastern Sec- 
retariat and also published a piece on Xinjiang in Pavel Mif's journal, Problems 
of China. Here he argued that the rebellion against Ürümchi was not only an 
anti-Chinese uprising, but had a progressive class dynamic to it: “the pauper- 
ized peasantry's bondage to the feudalist and exploiter is continually increasing 
and leads to the growth of an agrarian movement alongside the national- 
liberation movement." 4? 

Nemchenko evidently succeeded in persuading Karl Bauman (1892—1937), 
head of the Central Asia Bureau, of his positive appraisal of the Hami uprising 
as a national-liberation struggle deserving of Soviet support. In September, 
Bauman submitted to Moscow a proposal to send Soviet-trained Communists 
into Xinjiang to direct the uprising, but when the Politburo discussed the plan, 
Lev Karakhan from the NKID intervened to block it.9 At the Comintern, 
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meanwhile, Pavel Mif was receiving reports that contradicted Nemchenko’s 
version of events, and he remained unconvinced of the ex-consul’s analysis. 
Mif and his fellow China specialists directed Nemchenko to conduct further 
investigations, recommending that he form a commission at the China Insti- 
tute to study events in western China. The second member of the commission 
was to be P. I. Fesenko, a Xinjiang specialist at KUTV, who regularly partici- 
pated in discussions on Xinjiang politics with the university’s Kashgari stu- 
dents. The other two members were to be the Uyghur Communists Abdullah 
Rozibaqiev and Ismail Tairov. (At the time, Tairov was working in Moscow, 
while Rozibaqiev was still in Kazakhstan.) 

While Nemchenko and Fesenko traveled back to Central Asia to meet the 
next wave of seasonal migrants in 1932, the Politburo continued its delibera- 
tions on Xinjiang. In June, the party leadership asked the NKID to propose 
directives for Xinjiang work, which were submitted and approved in August. 
While these directives ruled out raising anti-Chinese slogans and endorsed 
friendly relations with Jin Shuren in Uriimchi, they also entertained the pos- 
sibility of decentralization and national territorial autonomy in Xinjiang, par- 
ticularly “where there was no basis to fear the success of English or Japanese 
imperialism."^? 

That summer, researchers delved further into social and political conditions 
in Soviet territory than they had in 1931, studying the Red Teahouses and 
caravanserais, as well as local Uyghur Communist sections. I cannot confirm 
whether Nemchenko and Fesenko ever met with Rozibaqiev and Tairov, but 
the two Russians maintained a supportive stance toward the uprising in Xin- 
jiang, a position that far exceeded the bounds set by the NKID. At the end of 
this second expedition, Nemchenko wrote to Georgi Safarov, head of the Eastern 
Secretariat of the Comintern, arguing for full support of the uprising and the 
need to create a popular-revolutionary party to lead it. He suggested a list of 
slogans for such a party, condemning imperialism and the Chinese bourgeoisie 
and envisaging Xinjiang as an independent people's republic with provision for 
national autonomy, linked to Outer Mongolia and the CCP's soviet bases in 
China. For the Dungans, whose militancy che NKID greatly feared, he raised 
the possibility of “unity with the revolutionary movement in Gansu.” Mean- 
while, Fesenko recruited a new batch of Kashgari students to take back to 
KUTV for training. 

Nemchenko was evidently optimistic about events in Xinjiang, but what he 
discovered among the émigrés in 1932 was nothing short of scandalous. To se- 
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cure the necessary labor supply, he found that Soviet officials were turning a 
blind eye to the highly exploitative conditions in which the Kashgaris lived and 
worked, and had effectively handed control of the labor supply to predatory 
Kashgari intermediaries. Nemchenko broke the migration into three phases. 
Roughly 90 percent undertook the journey between February and May, almost 
all on foot and often lacking sufficient supplies for the journey. Then, between 
May and June, when the workers had already earned some money, a wave of 
“exploiters” crossed from Xinjiang: moneylenders, money changers, gamblers, 
contrabandists, village officials, imams, mullas, and Sufi shaykhs.*! Soviet in- 
stitutions offered little in the way of protection. It was found that up to 80 percent 
of Kashgari migrants were staying in private caravanserais, where besides ex- 
pensive accommodation they fell prey to these exploitative elements and exposed 
to anti-Soviet agitation.” This was not even the worst of it. It was found that 
many of the laborers were sent by “masters” in Xinjiang, usually a local beg, to 
whom they would hand over their earnings after returning to Kashgar.’ To 
enforce this system, cooperatives and collective farms were tolerating the pres- 
ence of Kashgari village heads, and even Chinese police, to monitor the workers. 
Nemchenko pinned the primary blame for these outrageous conditions on the 
recruiters, who collaborated with all manner of class enemies to meet their 
quotas, but also criticized local officials who had failed to act on previous in- 
structions to improve conditions for the migrants. 

In the fall, as parties of Kashgaris started dribbling back to Xinjiang in a 
disheveled state, Chinese officials were shocked at what they saw. Forbidden to 
transport silver out of the Soviet Union, the Kashgaris had been forced to con- 
vert their cash into textiles and shoes, which they bartered for bread along the 
way to Irkeshtam. As a sign of how far things had deteriorated, Kashgar Cir- 
cuit Commissioner Ma Shaowu, a staunch reactionary in Soviet eyes, now rose 
to the defense of these Kashgari proletarians, many of whom were crossing back 
into Chinese territory after a season of work with nothing to show for it. Ina 
protest note to the Soviet consul, which he must have taken great delight in 
writing, Ma Shaowu expressed his astonishment at these abuses, “for the So- 
viet Government has always upheld the principle that workers should enjoy spe- 
cial privileges.” This was highly embarrassing for officials in Tashkent. NKID 
plenipotentiary Garegin Apresov called on the Workers and Peasants’ Inspec- 
torate to take “all measures to expose and punish those individuals who have 
twisted party directives and permitted the most outrageous treatment of the 
Kashgari workers.”™4 
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Such recriminations were an admission that anti-Soviet sentiment in Xin- 
jiang was at least partly the fault of Soviet policy. Yet by now the official narra- 
tive on Xinjiang was moving in a different direction. Vague hints of contacts 
between Ma Zhongying and the Japanese, or between the Khotan rebels and 
the British, provided Soviet officials with an exculpatory account of the anti- 
Soviet mood that Nemchenko found among the Kashgaris. Despite the fact 
that the ETR failed to win recognition, let alone support, from any state in 
the world, the dominant Soviet analysis now emerging was that the rebellion 
was an imperialist plot. By the middle of 1933 the finger of blame for anti- 
Soviet sentiments among the Kashgaris in the Soviet Union was being 
pointed not at official wrongdoing but at the Uyghur Communists, who were 
thought to be in league with the rebels in Xinjiang. The summer of 1933 saw 
Nemchenko sidelined, and in his place a colleague from the Communist 
Academy, I. I. Akhmatov, led the expedition to the Ferghana Valley. This 
was no scientific expedition, but a political inquisition, interrogating almost 
two hundred Uyghur party members and assisted by the local OGPU wher- 
ever it went. 

So far, the Soviet Uyghur press had been largely silent about the uprising. It 
was not until March 1932 that Voice of the Poor saw fit to report on it, describing 
it as if it were a peasant revolt in a far-off country, whose outcome had nothing 
to do with Soviet policy.’ Yet despite the media blackout, rumors flowed 
freely across the border, and events were discussed widely among Uyghurs in 
Soviet territory. As one put it, “when four or five Uyghurs get together in the eve- 
ning for tea or daghman [a noodle dish], they traverse the whole of Xinjiang, from 
Ürümchi to Kashgar.” As the official line shifted in 1933, and the Soviet press 
started denouncing the uprising as an imperialist plot, cross-border Uyghur 
Communist links continued to give Uyghur party members confidence to express 
solidarity with the uprising, as this transcript of an OGPU interview from 
August 1933 shows: 


Baratov (Uyghur): Previously I never thought that in such a backward 
country, such a great mass of people was capable of rising up in revolt. 


Rahmatov (OGPU): How do you know about the uprisings? 
B: I know about it from the newspapers. 
R: And what is written in the newspapers? 


B: The newspapers say that the movement is developing, and that 
England and Japan are leading it. 
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R: Is it possible, in your opinion, to say in relation to its internal class 
dynamics that this movement has some kind of revolutionary perspec- 
tive, and what are these perspectives? 


B: Right now it’s hard to say about perspectives, the movement is still 
very young. But among the rebels there’s a bourgeois-democratic 
tendency, and there are, without question, leftist tendencies. They are 
led by students and others who ran away from here, who lived in 
Soviet territory for a long time. Among them are Shamsuddinov, a 
KUTV student and teacher in Andijan. He stands at the head of a 
sizeable armed force in Kashgar. Even if at present he is yet to achieve 
his goals, I'm sure that in the future he will implement his plan. 
Undoubtedly there are signs of national liberation appearing in the 
movement. This can be seen from the fact that the Chinese regime has 
been overthrown and has passed into Uyghur hands. 

R: If this is, as you say, a national-liberation movement, then how does 
it struggle with imperialism? 

B: The question of the struggle with imperialism has not yet been posed. 
R: If this tendency, as you say, is bourgeois-democratic, then I am 
interested as to how it deals with the land question. 

B: The land question, as far as I know, has not yet been raised. 

R: See how it works out with you. A bourgeois-democratic movement, 
but without posing the agrarian question. A national-liberation 
movement that doesn’t carry on a struggle with imperialism and 
doesn’t orient to the USSR. Let me ask you another question: what is 
the nature of this movement—reactionary or revolutionary? 

B: The leadership of the movement is still for the feudalists. But you 
can't call the movement reactionary. There are representatives of leftist 
tendencies within it. These leftist tendencies have not yet consolidated 
themselves, but I’m sure that they will fulfill their plans.*” 


As the interviewee frankly explained, the crackdown on Uyghur Commu- 
nists had indeed driven a number of activists back into Xinjiang. Qadir Akhun 
Shamsuddinov, who had studied in Vernyi before the revolution and then at 
KUTV, was not the only runaway seeking to put his Soviet training into prac- 
tice during the rebellion? According to the Soviet consul in Kashgar, a former 
Musabayev employee and a one-time editor of Liberation named Khudaberdi 
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Bagiev arrived in town in 1930 claiming to have been sent by the Comintern 
and advocating the formation of a Communist cell. Other dissident Uyghur 
Communists active in Xinjiang included KUTV alumnus Abdumumin Hasan- 
hajiev, purged from the party in 1927, and who came to Kashgar via Ghulja 
in 1929? 

Yet any “leftist” tendencies, such as they were, had little role left to play in 
what was rapidly turning into a test of military strength. A few weeks after this 
interview, the Politburo decided to dispatch two Red Army divisions to Xin- 
jiang to defend Sheng Shicai in Uriimchi. The Soviet divisions reached Xinji- 
angs capital in January 1934, just in time to repel an assault of Ma Zhongying’s 
Dungans by strafing and dropping poison gas on his columns on the out- 
skirts of the city. Suffering heavy losses, Ma Zhongying turned south toward 
Kashgar and Khoja Niyaz Haji’s fragile East Turkistan Republic. At this point, 
Khoja Niyaz might have expected that the Soviets would intervene to halt the 
advancing Ma Zhongying, but they let the Dungans sack Kashgar and bring 
to an end the brief existence of the ETR, seizing the city in the name of the 
Guomindang. Then, in a bizarre turn of events, and one yet to be fully ex- 
plained, Ma Zhongying went to a meeting at the Irkeshtam crossing and van- 
ished into the Soviet Union. Khoja Niyaz Haji left for Uriimchi to take up his 
new role as deputy chairman of Xinjiang Province. He left his second-in- 
command, Mahmud Muhiti, in Kashgar’s Old City, while Chinese forces 
loyal to Sheng took up residence in the New City. 


Sheng Shicai and the Uyghur Minzu 


By 1935, a tenuous alliance held throughout much of the province between re- 
gional leaders nominally loyal to Sheng Shicai and Khoja Niyaz Haji in 
Uriimchi. In Kashgar, Mahmud Muhiti cobbled together a new administra- 
tion known as the National Assembly, which made schooling one of its top pri- 
orities. In Ghulja, the leading Muslim official was Turdi Akhun Almasbekov, 
the one-time zqsaqal in Toqmaq who had since prospered doing business with 
the Soviets.? One of the original Hami rebels of 1931, Yolbars Khan, presided 
in Hami. The only oasis in open defiance of Ürümchi was Khotan, occupied 
by the remaining Dungans of Ma Zhongying’s 36th Division. Rather than dis- 
lodge them by force, Soviet negotiators hoped to persuade the 36th Division to 
break with the GMD and side with Sheng Shicai. Ma Zhongying, it seems, was 
being held hostage on the outskirts of Moscow to this end P 
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The glue that held this coalition in place were the Soviet-trained 
Communists—Russians, Chinese, and locals—who supervised much of Sheng’s 
bureaucracy and military. The first cohort, consisting of some twenty individ- 
uals, arrived in 1933 with the initial Soviet pact with Sheng. While outwardly 
they were assigned to local officials in an advisory capacity, there is little doubt 
that they were often the dominant partners in such pairings. One of these was 
Mansur Effendi (Mashur Ruziev) from Kazakhstan, who was assigned to Khoja 
Niyaz Haji. A second group accompanied the Red Army intervention, forming 
the Border Affairs Bureau. As Sheng consolidated his position, a new police force 
was set up introducing the efficient methods of the Stalinist OGPU to the towns 
and villages of Xinjiang. Guided initially by a Russian, Pagodin, this organ- 
ization evolved from a small intelligence unit into the Xinjiang Provincial Public 
Security Bureau (PSB), many of whose posts were filled by returnees from the 
Soviet Union. When Pagodin left Xinjiang, the Comintern sent the Chinese 
Communist Zeng Xiufu (code name: Kalashnikov) to serve as the province’s 
PSB chief.? Many of these individuals were unknown quantities, but not 
in Kashgar. There, the man responsible for introducing the new political 
policing was the Kashgari Communist Qadir Haji, who now set foot in Xin- 
jiang again for the first time in more than fifteen years. It was, in a sense, the 
realization of Qadir Haji’s ambition to return to Xinjiang on Soviet instruc- 
tions, though he can hardly have relished doing so under a Chinese warlord 
in Ürümchi. 

On consolidating his position in Uriimchi, Sheng Shicai eschewed Sun Yat- 
sen’s Three People’s Principles in favor of his own Eight Great Proclamations of 
1934 and the Nine Tasks of 1935, which were summed up in the Six Great Poli- 
cies: anti-imperialism, peace, ethnic equality, clean government, construction, 
and friendship with the Soviet Union. These six policies were represented as a 
six-pointed star on the new flag Sheng created for the province and in the name 
of his intelligence service, the Six Star Society. As the regime grew in confi- 
dence, the mutiny of April 1933 that had installed Sheng in Ürümchi was up- 
graded to the status of a “revolution,” to be celebrated by annual commemora- 
tive rallies. In April 1934, however, ongoing fighting meant that the first of these 
celebrations was poorly attended. Another rally was held on August 1 in 
Ürümchi to toast the new regime, the Congress on the Anniversary of Xinji- 
ang's Peaceful Unification. This meeting launched the Xinjiang Anti-Imperialist 
Union, which would serve as the coordinating body for most of Sheng's po- 
litical campaigns. 
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On the issue of ethnic equality, Sheng and his advisers were not inclined to 
recognize any form of territorial autonomy, opting instead for a scheme of cul- 
tural autonomy, implemented through a set of organizations representing each 
of the province’s various nationalities. Apart from promoting Sheng’s policies 
and anti-imperialist work, these were assigned the tasks of developing schools 
and libraries, publishing periodicals, and raising the province’s cultural level. 
On August 5, 1934, under the auspices of the Anti-Imperialist Union, the 
Uyghur Enlightenment Association was born. According to official figures, by 
1936 the Uyghur Enlightenment Association had eight regional branches, forty- 
one county branches, and twenty-three village branches. Alongside it there 
gradually came into being a Hui Association, a Mongol Association (which in 
1938 split into Mongol and Sibe-Solon-Manchu associations), as well as Kazakh- 
Kirghiz, Uzbek, and Chinese associations, and in Ghulja, Tatar and Russian 
associations. While in some ways reminiscent of the Austro-Marxist approach 
to nationalities policy, the enlightenment associations also invoked the Soviet 
goal of fostering national culture within strictly defined political limits. Here, 
instead of Stalin’s prescription of “national in form, socialist in content,” the 
content of the enlightenment association national cultures was to conform to 
Sheng’s Six Great Policies.°° Echoing the paradox implicit in Soviet nationali- 
ties policy, the constitution of the enlightenment associations explained that 
the goal of promoting particular national cultures was ultimately to transcend 
national boundaries, that is, “to remove the barriers between nationalities and 
national cultures and create a common culture." 9 

The founding of the Uyghur Enlightenment Association preceded any of- 
ficial revision of the province’s categories of nationality. While the concept of 
the enlightenment association came from the Soviet Union, its specifically “Uy- 
ghur" brand was the brainchild of intellectuals in Ürümchi such as Yunus 
Saidi from Turfan, a survivor of the ETR who was now working in Sheng's ad- 
ministration. Burhan Shahidi, the Tatar businessman who held a leading posi- 
tion in the Anti-Imperialist Union, describes discussions with Yunus on the 
need for Sheng's administration to replace the Chinese term "Chantou" with 
“Uyghur.’° The Uyghur Enlightenment Association sent a petition to Sheng 
to this effect, and the proposal was approved at a meeting of the Anti-Imperialist 
Union.” In doing so, for the first time in history Ürümchi endorsed the idea 
of a Uyghur nation in Xinjiang. 

The question now arose as to how to write "Uyghur" in Chinese, as no 
standard transcription existed and a variety of forms were in circulation (e.g., 
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EIU, BSc, or ACEH, all representing weiwuer).? This was a potentially 
sensitive issue, and not simply a question for linguists. Throughout Chinese 
history, the transcription of ethnonyms into Chinese has been manipulated to 
add connotations to the name itself. At the meeting of the Anti-Imperialist 
Union, for example, some argued in favor of RER, the first two characters of 
which mean “powerful.” Sheng Shicai personally vetoed this transcription as 
connoting “an exaggerated sense of self-esteem.”’' Another Chinese participant 


in the meeting proposed £f, arguing that it stood for defense (wei 4) of 


the motherland, and collectivity (wu —an archaic first-person pronoun). He 
suggested that the three characters expressed the meaning that “we are a big 
family, that all of Xinjiang’s nationalities are united in harmony, they will de- 
fend and develop Xinjiang together, and drive out the imperialists and liberate 
China.” This was a stretch of linguistic imagination, but his arguments carried 
the day, and the official transcription of “Uyghur” was fixed. 

The adoption of the new category of nationality was first decreed in De- 
cember 1934 and publicized in April 1935 at the Second Congress of People’s 
Representatives in Ürümchi, which drew delegates from across Xinjiang."? Kash- 
gar's chief qadi, Abdulghafur Damolla, spoke from the platform, citing from 
the Quran and hadith to legitimize collaboration with Ürümchi. As was typ- 
ical of discourse during the Sheng period, the recognition, even celebration, of 
nationality went hand in hand with a stern warning against nationalism: “Don’t 
go around causing trouble by saying 'so-and-so's a Uyghur, ‘so-and-so’s a 
Mongol,’ or 'so-and-so's Chinese. " While the Soviet inspiration for the new 
nationalities policy was evident, Abdulghafur cautioned that Sheng would not 
be implementing the nativization (korenizatsiia) of provincial administration. 
"Just because you make up 90 percent of the population of Xinjiang," he told 
delegates, “don’t think that positions will be given to you proportionally. The 
positions will go to those who study and serve the government." ? 

The congress declared Xinjiang to be home to fourteen nationalities, or 
minzu in Chinese—a considerable increase over the five races for the whole 
of China posited by the Guomindang. Small Tungusic-speaking groups of Solon 
and Sibe became minzu in their own right. The province’s Mongols were 
combined into one group, with the exception of the Daurs of the Ili Valley. 
Immigrant Tatars, Uzbeks, and Russians were classified among the province's 
nationalities, as were Chinese. Ethnic distinctions within the “Muslims” were 
teased out into the Chinese-speaking Dungan (Hui), the linguistically Iranian 
Tajiks of the Pamirs, and the Turkic-speaking Kirghiz, Kazakh, and Uyghurs. 
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Left to right: Provincial Chairman Li Rong; director of the Provincial Bank Xu Lian; Sheng 
Shicai; and Diplomatic Office and Finance Department head Chen Deli at the Second 
Congress of People’s Representatives, Uriimchi, April 1935. (Russian State Archive of 
Socio-Political History 532/4/333.) 


So far this conformed to existing Soviet classifications; but there was one ob- 
vious exception: the Taranchis were also recognized as one of Xinjiang’s four- 
teen official minzu. 

The retention of the Taranchis shows that nationality policy in Xinjiang 
cannot simply be thought of as a carbon copy of Soviet classifications. By now, 
the notion of a distinct Taranchi nationality had been thoroughly criticized by 
Uyghur activists in the Soviet Union, and many have seen Sheng’s decision to 
recognize the Taranchi as a minzu as evidence for his “divide-and-rule” poli- 
cies. Yet there are several other factors to be taken into consideration. Officially, 
there was still ambiguity on this point in the Soviet Union, and it was not until 
the 1937 census that “Taranchi” and “Kashgari” were conclusively merged into the 
category of Uyghur. Ethnographic descriptions of Xinjiang available to the 
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Khoja Niyaz Haji at the Second Congress of People’s Representatives, Uriimchi, 
April 1935. (Russian State Archive of Socio-Political History 532/4/333.) 


Soviets tended to follow Kashgaris such as Qadir Haji in describing the Uyghurs 
of the south and the Taranchis of the north as two groups. A CCP report to 
the Comintern in 1930, for example, described the Taranchis as follows: “By 
nationality they belong to the Uyghurs, but while living in Ili for more than a 
hundred years they mixed with other peoples residing there, and since then con- 
sider themselves a distinct Taranchi nationality.” 

‘The decision to recognize the Taranchis probably also reflected the prevailing 
mood among elites in Ghulja. In the years after the Russian Revolution, Ghulja 
had offered refuge to those who had rallied behind early efforts at Taranchi 
organizing in Semireche, most notably the Taranchi-Dungan Committee, 
whose leader Husayn Beg Yunusov had become a prominent publicist and 
politician in exile in Ghulja. Yunusov was among the Ghulja representatives at 
the Second Congress of People’s Representatives and earned the nickname 
“Husayn Taran” for advocating the existence of a Taranchi nation. Others 
representing Ghulja in Uriimchi included Hakimbeg Khoja, from the line of 
Qing aristocrats in Ili who had been restored to the position when the Russians 
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withdrew in the 1880s. Men such as Hakimbeg Khoja must have been highly 
suspicious of the political motives behind the idea of a Uyghur nation and the 
Soviet regime in which it had emerged. They had little to gain, moreover, from 
collapsing the Taranchis into the province’s Uyghur population. With the po- 
litical questions raised by the 1931-1933 rebellion now settled in Uriimchi’s 
favor, any incentive toward unity among the Muslims of Xinjiang created by 
the mobilization was lost. It was now determined that Xinjiang would remain 
in the hands of a Chinese warlord, who presided over a hierarchy of ethnic rep- 
resentatives through which resources would be distributed. For the Ghulja fac- 
tion, therefore, maintaining their identity as Taranchis was a way to obtain an 
independent seat at Sheng’s negotiating table in Uriimchi and preserve their 
ability to lobby for local interests instead of competing with Uyghurs from else- 
where in Xinjiang. 

Yet although there was still a Taranchi minzu, there was no corresponding 
Taranchi enlightenment association. Xinjiang’s enlightenment associations were 
rallying points for the province’s pro-Soviet intelligentsia, and in this milieu 
there was little sympathy for Taranchi particularism. In December 1934 a 
branch of the Uyghur Enlightenment Association was established in Ghulja and 
took its political coloring from Uyghurist intellectuals and returnees who held 
to the position of a single Uyghur nation. (In Uyghur novelist Ziya Sáàmádiy's 
fictionalized account of this period, these men are referred to as “Rozibaq- 
ievists.")/? In the 1940s, the Ghulja branch of the Uyghur Enlightenment 
Association was a focal point of local anti-GMD networks, and one of the 
organizing centers for the rebellion that founded the second East Turkistan 
Republic in 1944. 


Uyghur Nationalism and the Red Terror 


‘The recognition of the Uyghurs within Xinjiang’s new nationalities policy was 
a concession to those willing to collaborate with Uriimchi and the Soviets, not 
a top-down imposition intended as a means of controlling the population or 
dividing a preexisting Turkic unity. Far from enthusiastic proponents of a Uy- 
ghur nation, many Soviet Xinjiang experts, particularly those in the OGPU and 
Red Army, were deeply hostile to the idea and the aspirations it represented. 
During his interviews with Uyghur Communists in 1933, Akhmatov took a 
dim view of those migrants from Xinjiang who had intersected with Soviet Uy- 
ghur organizations but was enthusiastic about prospects for political work 
among recent émigrés, who were untainted by such associations. “Fortunately 
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for us,” he explained, “the great majority of them have no inkling of the exis- 
tence of a Uyghur newspaper and its editor in Tashkent. Some cannot even pro- 
nounce the word ‘Uyghur’ correctly, and indicate their nationality by their 
place of origin (Kashgari, Khotani, etc.)."/ In the course of a decade, we see, 
the Soviet discourse on “oasis identities” had come full circle. Where once such 
native-place loyalties had been thought of as a sign of backwardness to be 
corrected by a process of national consolidation, from the OGPU point of 
view they were now seen as a good thing. 

In Kashgar, the Uyghur Enlightenment Association was built from within 
the Society for the Promotion of Education, a body that had revived during the 
East Turkistan Republic and carried on the legacy of earlier Jadidist societies. 
Abdulkarim Khan Makhdum, the ETR’s minister of education, continued 
to play a leading role in educational work in Mahmud Muhiti’s Kashgar ad- 
ministration.? The Kashgar association first began work in April 1935 and took 
responsibility for publishing and schooling in Kashgar, greatly increasing the 
availability of primary schooling.” To fund this expansion the enlightenment 
association took charge of Kashgars zakat (Islamic charity) and wa, redi- 
recting the wealth of local shrines to pay for textbooks and teachers.*? Reflecting 
his position as the Uyghur figurehead for the Sheng administration, the new 
primary school textbooks carried the portrait of Khoja Niyaz Haji, as did the 
walls of the classrooms. Qadir Haji, the Old City’s chief of police, was among 
those who contributed to Mahmud Muhiti's educational push. While serving 
in Kashgar he raised funds and founded a school in his native village of Qaziriq 
on Kashgar’s outskirts, which until the founding of the People’s Republic of 
China was known as the “Qadir Haji School."*! 

Now titled New Life and edited by members of the Uyghur Enlightenment 
Association, from late 1934 onward Kashgar’s only newspaper showed a shift 
in perspective on the question of national identity. Between 1934 and 1935 New 
Life published a series of articles explaining the significance of the Uyghur eth- 
nonym to its readers. These articles assumed no familiarity with the category 
and began with the basics, starting with an article on the question “What Does 
Uyghur Mean?” The discourse on the Uyghur nation that emerged at this time 
was not derived exclusively from Soviet orthodoxy but drew likewise on Ot- 
toman and Turkish thinking on the Uyghurs as synonymous with civilized 
Turks. The revival of the once mighty nation of the Uyghurs was the theme of 
Abbas Effendi’s 1934 article “What is a Uyghur?”: ““Uyghur’ means a civilized 
people who live in cities. Our ancestors lived in a civilized fashion, but in 


later years, living under tyrannical rule, we forgot our national name and were 
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completely lost from the ranks of humanity. Now that we have rediscovered 
our own name, let us also find the prosperity and civilization we once had. Let 
us bring into being the Uyghur words and stirring Uyghur songs that were lost 
and call to mind our former condition. As far as possible, let all of our speech 
be Uyghur. Especially at our newly opened schools, they should teach in our 
own mother tongue of Uyghur. Let our poems and songs be Uyghur—as far as 
possible. In this way, let us rediscover our lost Uyghur language and sounds.” 
This was followed by a forceful editorial proclaiming that “Our National and 
Rightful Name is Uyghur!”®° 

The Uyghur Enlightenment Association’s activities in Kashgar aroused sus- 
picion among those up the chain of command in the Soviet Union. Although 
the NKID publicly encouraged the view that Xinjiang was in the grip of a pan- 
Islamic or pan-Turkic conspiracy, or threatened by unidentified imperialists, 
hardheaded military analysts were more worried by the growing strength of 
Uyghur nationalist sentiment, which the recognition of the Uyghurs as one of 
the province's nationalities had only amplified. In early December 1935 an 
intelligence report reached the desk of the Central Asian Military Command, 
noting that while Sheng had consolidated his position in Ürümchi “along with 
this the Uyghur national movement is strengthening. The idea of an independent 
Uyghuristan continues to occupy an important place in the thinking of many 
Uyghur leaders, even supporters of the Ürümchi regime.”*4 

In Kashgar tensions were high, as Mahmud Muhiti and his circle increas- 
ingly clashed with the pro-Soviet faction, among them Qadir Haji. The pre- 
ferred method of undermining Mahmud Muhiti was to summon his deputies 
to Tashkent or Ürümchi for military training.? In late 1935, Khoja Niyaz 
Haji’s Soviet-trained shadow, Mansur Effendi, visited Kashgar and tried to seize 
control of the Uyghur Enlightenment Association’s finances. In this he failed, 
but he succeeded in appointing a Chinese Communist to the editorship of New 
Life, effectively neutralizing it as an anti-Uriimchi organ. A prominent casu- 
alty in this conflict was Kashgar’s chief qadi, Abdulghafur Damolla, who was 
seen as close to Qadir Haji and the Communists, and was assassinated in May 
1936.55 At the end of 1936, the Ürümchi consul in Apresov himself went to 
Kashgar for talks with Muhiti and accused him of seeking Japanese support D" 
When a summons from Sheng came for Muhiti to present himself at the Third 
Congress of People's Representatives in 1937, he chose to escape to India in- 
stead. With Muhiti's flight, the fragile peace between Sheng Shicai and Khoja 
Niyaz Haji's allies broke down, and Kashgar was the scene of a new rebellion, 
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led by two of Mahmud Muhiti’s deputies and reinforced by the Dungans of the 
36th Division, who were now led by a man named Ma Hushan. 

The 1937 uprising was only put down by the direct intervention of two 
Soviet divisions of Kirghiz and Russian troops, accompanied by tanks and 
bombing raids that reached as far south as Khotan. After the suppression of 
the uprising and the execution of hundreds of Dungan and Uyghur prisoners, 
the Red terror throughout Xinjiang was stepped up, and Communists in 
Kashgar took much greater liberties in fingering imperialist spies and reaction- 
aries. In his memoirs, OGPU operative Vladimir Petrov describes the terror 
visited on the oasis of Khotan, where mass executions were a daily event. Di 
Besides direct repression, the purge also served to sweep away the local elites 
whose collaboration Sheng had initially relied on to construct his regime. In 
Uriimchi, Khoja Niyaz Haji was imprisoned and forced to confess to crimes 
for which he was sentenced to death. In Ghulja, a similar fate befell Turdi 
Akhun Almasbekov. This initial purge coincided with the arrival in Ürümchi 
of Chinese Communists Kang Sheng and Wang Ming, who identified a 
handful of Chinese Trotskyists who had fled from the Soviet Union in 1933— 
1934.9? Thus the imperialist threat merged with the inner-party witch hunt 
of Trotskyists. The consul Apresov was one of the first to be fingered as part 
of the international anti-Soviet conspiracy and brought back to Russia. 

Whatever Qadir Haji's original aspirations for his term at Kashgar, he served 
Ürümchi and the Soviets loyally during the uprising. During the rebels’ brief 
ascendancy in Kashgar, he was imprisoned and, according to the British consul, 
"suffered somewhat at the hands of the Tungans and Turkis." Yet he survived, 
and in early 1938 the consul still thought of him as *one of the most powerful 
persons in South Sinkiang at the present time."?? Qadir Haji’s role in suppressing 
the last-ditch rebellion has earned him a black name among Uyghur historians. 
According to one story, during the uprising he was responsible for setting fire 
to a prison in which the prominent nationalist poet Muhammad Ali Effendi 
perished. Yet despite his service to the Soviet cause, a man such as Qadir Haji, 
who carried with him the legacy of the 1920s, was unlikely to escape the roundup 
for long. Back in the Soviet Union, men like him were now being regularly de- 
nounced as agents of Japanese imperialism or German fascism, as the Great 
Purge entered full swing. Since 1934, the Soviets had been recruiting locals from 
Kashgar for political training, making Sheng Shicai's regime increasingly less 
reliant on intermediaries such as Qadir Haji. In 1938 they decided to purge 
the purgers in Xinjiang, and Qadir Haji was recalled to Soviet territory?! Wiping 
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the slate clean, Sheng and his Soviet allies now set about creating a new corps 
of intellectuals and officials cut off from the Jadidist and Uyghur Communist 
legacy of the 1920s.” 


From his pilgrimage to Mecca in 1916, through his rise to leadership of the 
Kashgaris of Soviet Turkistan, to his sudden recall from Kashgar in 1938, Qadir 
Haji’s odyssey embodies many of the contradictions and ambiguities of Uyghur 
nationalist politics. Having swung behind a Uyghurist position in the mid- 
1920s, Qadir Haji had been among the most active in cultivating a form of 
Soviet-aligned Uyghur nationalist politics among Xinjiang Muslims. By the 
time he was able to return to Xinjiang, however, the Soviets themselves were 
suspicious, even hostile, toward such politics. In his own way, he probably still 
harbored lingering aspirations for some kind of Uyghur sovereignty in Xinjiang, 
and no doubt he viewed himself as a seasoned political actor in comparison with 
naive local nationalists, but in the end he too participated in snuffing out the 
aspirations for Uyghur self-determination that developed in the 19305? Qadir 
Haji's fate after his return to the Soviet Union is unknown, but his name had 
come up repeatedly during the Andijan crackdown of 1927 and in the OGPU 
investigation into Uyghur Communists in 1933. Given his long history of cross- 
border associations, interrogators in 1938 would not have found it difficult to 
construct a case against him. After all, even those who had studiously avoided 
such incriminating links were doomed. In September 1937, Abdullah Rozibaqiev 
was accused of conspiring to overthrow the Soviet Union and sentenced to 
death. And far off in Mongolia, Lavaryn Demberel met with a similar end. His 
work for the Comintern in Xinjiang was reinterpreted as a Western Mongolian 
separatist plot aimed at establishing a counterrevolutionary base with Japanese 
support, and in May 1938 he died in prison. 


Conclusion 


he Great Purge of the 1930s, with its reverberations in Xinjiang and Mon- 

golia, ended the careers of those most closely involved in the fashioning of 
Uyghur claims to Xinjiang in the 1920s, but of course the history of Uyghur 
nationalism does not end there. Sheng Shicai’s adoption of a Soviet-style na- 
tionalities policy—the first instance of this in Chinese history—entailed that 
politics in Xinjiang would exhibit significant continuity with the struggles and 
debates described in this book. While the institutionalization of Uyghur na- 
tionality has provided a means for the state to direct cultural expression and 
political activity, it has equally provided a basis for the ongoing contestation of 
Chinese policy in Xinjiang. In and of itself, I emphasize, the creation of the 
Uyghur nation does not explain this conflict. In offering the Uyghurs various 
forms of cultural or political autonomy in exchange for loyalty, the Chinese state 
has presented them with a bargain, and the outcome of this bargain was not 
predetermined. It would require a different set of historical studies to determine 
the extent to which nationalist agitation from the 1930s onward found traction 
in the towns and villages of Xinjiang, or the extent to which Chinese policies 
successfully headed off such opposition. And as in any national conflict, issues 
of class and gender must be taken into consideration before we can reach any 
conclusions about the inherent attraction of nationalist politics. Hopefully this 
book has laid a foundation for such research, should conditions in Xinjiang 
allow it. 


History Wars on the Eve of Liberation 


As a coda, it is necessary to turn to the late 1940s, a point at which elements of 
the new nationalities policy in Xinjiang were called into question. Sheng Shicai’s 
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Soviet satellite phase lasted only until the early 1940s, and there were further 
turns to come before the final incorporation of Xinjiang into the People’s Re- 
public of China in 1949. Chafing under Soviet domination, Sheng seized on 
the outbreak of World War II to turn toward the Guomindang (GMD). This 
brought with it a new round of imprisonments and executions, further depleting 
the province's non-Chinese political and intellectual elite. The first signs of re- 
sistance to Sheng's move came from the Altay, in an uprising among the Ka- 
zakhs. Then, in 1944, the Soviet Union fired back against its recalcitrant client 
by giving the green light to an uprising in the Ili Valley, leading to the forma- 
tion of the second East Turkistan Republic in January 1945. Worried by the 
situation, Chiang Kai-shek engineered Sheng Shicai’s resignation in 1944, and 
Wu Zhongxin stepped in as Xinjiang’s first GMD-appointed provincial 
chairman. At the end of 1945, as fighting ceased and the two sides commenced 
negotiations, the Soviet-backed Ili rebels and the Chinese Nationalists entered 
into a cold war for control of Xinjiang. Each side presented a Turkic-speaking 
face to the people of the province, reigniting the symbolic contest over the his- 
tory and identity of its Muslim population. 

The Soviet-sponsored Ili Republic, in existence until 1949, might be thought 
of as the revenge of the returnees, when the Soviets finally let loose its reserve 
army of radicalized émigrés on Xinjiang. Yet a survey of its leadership suggests 
otherwise, indicating the extent to which the Soviets had dispensed with the 
first generation of Uyghur Communists and turned instead to cultivating a new 
cross-border elite. As the republic consolidated itself, a number of men with 
aqsaqal backgrounds rose to prominence: the Uyghur partisan leader Ab- 
dulkarim Abbasov, for example, was the son of Hashim Aqsaqal, who had 
lorded it over the Kashgari migrants in Qaraqol until 1929, when his seals of 
office were finally confiscated. The minister of education was Habib Yunich, 
son of the tsarist agsaqal Faziljan, who had applied for Chinese citizenship in 
1917 for fear of returning to the Soviet Union. The ETR’s first chairman was 
Alikhan Tora, an anti-Soviet exile whose religious authority carried weight lo- 
cally. He was eventually removed from office and replaced by the Soviet-educated 
Uyghur Ahmadjan Qasimi, but in the city of Ghulja itself, the mayor was very 
much a member of the old guard: Hakimbeg Khoja, heir to the line of heredi- 
tary hakim begs created by the Qing. 

In part because of men like Hakimbeg Khoja, early calls to arms produced 
by the rebels mentioned the Taranchis as one of the peoples of Xinjiang.’ Yet 
the Soviet-educated leaders of the ETR, along with its official propaganda or- 
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gans, espoused a militant Soviet-style Uyghur nationalism, removing the Taran- 
chis from view. In line with the primordialist approach to Soviet nations that 
was emerging in the wake of World War II, this rhetoric sidelined the Uyghurs’ 
connection with the wider Turkic family and minimized the significance of 
the conversion to Islam.? In a speech in September 1946, Qasimi argued: “The 
territory of Eastern Turkistan is the land where the Uyghur tribes have been 
settled from time immemorial. Proof can be found for the Uyghurs’ three-to- 
four-thousand-year occupation of Eastern Turkistan.”? 

The ETR’s historical narrative placed the anti-GMD rebellion in a line of 
anticolonial struggles originating in the nineteenth-century khoja-led uprisings 
against the Qing. Some of this was expounded in local journals such as Struggle 
(Kürdsh), in pieces that narrated the incursions of émigrés from Kokand and 
accused Xinjiang’s rulers of genocidal intentions: “the Manchus and the Chinese 
intended to completely annihilate the Uyghur people, as they had the Junghars.”4 
Other organs of ETR propaganda were published in Tashkent, including a 
journal called Pravda of the East (Sbárq Háqiqiti), in which the resources of 
Soviet Turkology were brought to bear on the history and identity of the Turkic- 
speaking peoples of East Turkistan. The political climate filtered into the Tashkent 
and Alma-Ata academies too, as researchers lent scholarly support to the idea of 
a long-running national liberation struggle in Xinjiang.’ 

To the east in Uriimchi, the Uyghurs who provided the public face of the 
new Guomindang administration were individuals whom we have met at dif 
ferent points in this book, each with a different story to tell: Masud Sabri, Isa 
Yusuf, and Muhammad Imin Bughra, who were known collectively as the Three 
Effendis. Masud was the intellectual among them, a product of the first Jadidist 
school in Ghulja and medical training in Istanbul. He had returned to Ghulja 
in World War I and partnered with Turkish POWs to establish a string of short- 
lived schools, only to fall foul of the authorities. Isa Yusuf, by contrast, had 
spent his formative years in the Soviet Union, serving as translator in the Chinese 
consulates in Andijan and Tashkent. From there he traveled to the Chinese inte- 
rior, where he headed a native-place association (tongxianghui) of Uyghur stu- 
dents studying in the capital (Nanjing until 1937, then Chongqing). Finally, 
Muhammad Imin Bughra was one of the leaders of the Khotan uprising in the 
1930s and had fled to Afghanistan at the collapse of the first East Turkistan 
Republic. By different paths the three men had made their way to Chongqing 
and thrown in their lot with Guomindangs efforts to claim control of Xinjiang. 
In the mid-1940s, as the situation in Xinjiang deteriorated, the trio headed up 
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the Gansu corridor to Lanzhou, where they waited for favorable political winds 
to blow them to Uriimchi. 

While in exile from Xinjiang, the Three Effendis had formulated a critique 
of Sheng Shicai’s national policies, propounding the view that the people of Xin- 
jiang were Turks first, and Uyghurs, Kazakhs, or Kirghiz only second. To a 
GMD audience they pointed out that Sheng’s division of Xinjiang’s population 
into fourteen nationalities was a flagrant violation of the theory of China’s five 
races that the Nationalists still upheld, and emphasized that Sun Yat-sen’s Three 
People’s Principles had referred not simply to the “Muslims” as one of these races, 
but specifically to the “Turks who profess Islam.” For Turkic-speaking readers, 
meanwhile, the Three Effendis drew on the Kemalist discourse of Turkism 
(Tiirklik), eschewing Arabic terms for the nation such as millat, and instead de- 
scribing the single Turk u/us stretching from Anatolia to Xinjiang. Culturally, 
too, they mimicked the Turkish Republic’s promotion of Turkic names, with 
Isa Yusuf now styling himself Isa Yusuf Alptekin (“Heroic Prince”).° In 1944, 
the Xinjiang Native-Place Association lobbied for the Chinese Republic’s con- 
stitution to designate the inhabitants of Xinjiang as Turks and the province as 
Turkistan, a position that brought them into conflict with GMD intellectuals 
who were not convinced of the province’s Turkic identity.” 

Rhetorically at least, the Three Effendis were no less hostile to Chinese dom- 
ination in Xinjiang than the leadership of the ETR, and the decision to send 
them to Xinjiang troubled GMD representatives on the ground in Uriimchi. 
In the face of the ETR’s strident ethnonationalism, though, the Guomindang 
had little choice but to push such men forward. The group continued to lobby 
the GMD to change the name of the province and its peoples, proposing that 
Xinjiang should be called East Turkistan, and the various Turkic-speaking 
peoples should be simply called Turks.’ By all accounts, the GMD chief in 
Uriimchi Zhang Zhizhong lent a sympathetic ear to such proposals but would 
not countenance renaming the province East Turkistan. He preferred something 
Chinese, but without the obvious colonial connotations of “New Frontier,” such 
as Tianshan Province, or Kunlun Province. Ultimately Xinjiang remained Xin- 
jiang, but in Uyghur the Three Effendis were permitted to call it “Chinese 
Turkistan."? 

In 1946 the ETR and the GMD factions entered into a coalition adminis- 
tration headed by Zhang Zhizhong. In 1947, Masud Sabri succeeded Zhang as 
chairman, giving the Three Effendis an opportunity, apart from in Ili, to imple- 
ment their cultural vision of a Turkic Xinjiang. A major obstacle to this pro- 
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gram of national reengineering, as the Three Effendis saw it, was the network 
of nationally defined enlightenment associations stretching across the province, 
a legacy of Sheng Shicai’s nationalities policy. It was these enlightenment as- 
sociations that had given institutional reality to the official national taxonomy 
of the province, and in the eyes of the GMD, they were hotbeds of leftists and 
Soviet sympathizers. In Uriimchi, the Three Effendis took a direct approach: one 
night a gang of vigilantes attacked the local association’s building and set it 
alight, forcing its members to scale the walls and flee into the night.'° The con- 
frontation came close to destroying the association until the Three Effendis 
revived it under a new name, the Turk-Uyghur Association, with a new crest 
bearing the designation “Chinese Turkistan.” Chairman of the Turk-Uyghur 
Union was Chingiz Khan Damolla, an ally of the Three Effendis who had 
spent the previous decade in Cairo. Like-minded Tatars followed this lead and 
rebranded the Tatar Enlightenment Association the Turk-Tatar Association." 

While in Lanzhou, the Three Effendis had published a journal called Freedom 
(Ark), a much more explicitly Turkist organ than the GMD’s official Xinjiang 
News. After arriving in Uriimchi, Freedom continued to serve as their mouth- 
piece, printed at the newly established Altay Press. Freedom pursued the project 
of a linguistic unity among the world’s Turks and introduced its readers to the 
principles of Turkism. It not only reprinted Republican Turkish scholarship, 
such as Fuad Kóprülü's history of Turkic literature, but reached back to the es- 
says of the nineteenth-century Ottoman liberal Namik Kemal. Alongside 
these publishing activities, in 1948 the Three Effendis established the Dernek, 
a cultural club harking back to the first derneks established in the Ottoman Em- 
pire in 1908, when the Young Turk Revolution had restored civil freedoms to 
the sultan’s subjects. The Ürümchi Dernek had regular meetings with a set rou- 
tine of lectures, poetry, comedy, and free discussion. Lecture topics ranged 
from the importance of hygiene and immunization, through local history, to 
questions of Turkology. Chingiz Khan Damolla, for example, lectured on the 
significance of the word “Turkistan,” while the Tatar Burhan Shahidi presented 
his research on the origins of the term “Siberia.” The dernekchis, as they were 
known, were obsessed with Turkological correctness.’ 

In this coalition period, Ürümchi and Ghulja kept up an exchange of 
publications in which the factions polemicized on questions of history and 
identity. For the most part the ETR tried to brand the pro-GMD Uyghurs as 
pan-Turkists—something akin to fascist in the Soviet Union—and as pawns 
of the Chinese, mocking their use of "Chinese Turkistan" as a concession to 
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Chinese colonialism. The GMD Uyghurs insisted on the historical accuracy 
of their Turkist position and highlighted the errors in the simplistic primordial 
view of the Uyghur nation that the ETR propounded. When the Xinjiang News 
reprinted an article by a Soviet Turkologist criticizing the idea of calling 
Xinjiang’s inhabitants Turks, Muhammad Imin Bughra responded, arguing 
that while the Uyghurs were part of the province’s Turkic heritage, they did not 
comprise the entirety of it: “It is a grave error in the scholarly field to attribute 
to the Uyghurs the civilization of Altishahr, where the foot of the Uyghurs 
never trod."? 

One reading of these polemics is that they represent a sharp clash between 
two visions of the nation with very different genealogies: one presenting a 
Uyghur nation cultivated inside the Soviet Union and assimilated to Soviet 
orthodoxy; the other drawing on a distinct tradition of Turkic nationalism 
transmitted to the Muslims of Xinjiang by entirely different conduits. Yet the 
two were really not so far apart. The Three Effendis’ preferred terminology of a 
Uyghur tribe belonging to a Turkish nation was not that different from the 
ETR’s conception of a Uyghur nation belonging to a race of Turks (something 
they did not deny). As I have shown in this book, a range of actors in the So- 
viet Union made use of the Uyghur symbol, and it was by no means the exclu- 
sive preserve of those we would identify as “pro-Soviet.” The situation in 1940s 
Xinjiang was in many ways a repetition of the dynamic that was witnessed in 
Soviet Turkistan in the 1920s, when a gulf had gradually widened between 
those Xinjiang Muslims who were drawn to Uyghurist interpretations of Xin- 
jiang’s Turko-Islamic past, and those who were eager to fashion an ethnicized 
notion of Uyghur nationality. The difference was that now the dissident Uyghu- 
rists were working with the GMD instead of seeking Soviet backing. It should 
not be surprising, therefore, to find points of continuity between the Kashgari 
Communists of the 1920s and the Three Effendis of the 1940s. 

In July 1948, a meeting was held in Uriimchi to mark the second anniver- 
sary of the founding of the Altay Press. Isa Yusuf Alptekin, deputy provincial 
chairman, gave a speech to mark the occasion, in which he discussed his own 
publishing career, from his first journals in Nanjing to his arrival in Uriimchi 
and the work of the Altay Press. He started, though, by describing how he first 
came to realize the importance of the printed word to political activity." It was, 
he said, during his time at the consulate in Andijan. As he spoke he took out 
an old broadsheet and held it up to the crowd. “There was a newspaper called 
Liberation,” he explained. “This came into my hands in 1928, and I've kept it 
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ever since.” At this point, we read in the account of this meeting, the audience 
erupted into thunderous applause. “There’s an article here,” Isa continued, “la- 
menting the plight of women in our homeland. It bemoans the fact that women 
have been left in such a terrible state, and attacks the rich merchants.” The paper 
Isa was proudly brandishing was, of course, a copy of Qadir Haji’s Liberation, 
published in Tashkent and distributed among the Kashgari migrants. Isa Yusuf 
Alptekin, positioning himself as an anti-Communist champion on the eve of 
the Cold War, nevertheless attributed his national awakening to the activities 
of the Kashgari Communists in the Ferghana Valley. The irony was probably 
lost on the meeting, but it serves to illustrate an important point: as much as the 
Soviet experiment was the genesis of an orthodox construction of Uyghur 


identity, it was also a formative experience for many of its critics. 


The Classificatory State and Its Discontents 


Ultimately the outcome in the 1940s was neither a Soviet-backed Uyghuristan 
nor a GMD-backed Chinese Turkistan. The Chinese Communist Party’s 
People’s Liberation Army took control of Uriimchi in late 1949, and the Three 
Effendis were again driven into exile—first to Afghanistan, and then to Turkey. 
‘The leaders of the East Turkistan Republic, meanwhile, lost their lives in a plane 
crash while on their way to Beijing, an event that still arouses suspicion of a 
conspiracy. It seems unlikely that a Sino-Soviet deal on Xinjiang required the 
elimination of the ETR leadership, who had deviated little from Moscow’s 
instructions up to this point. Nevertheless, there is evidence that sentiment in 
favor of a Republic of Uyghuristan did present difficulties in the early years of 
Communist Xinjiang, at least in Ghulja. Resisting such calls, in 1955 the Chi- 
nese Communist Party lifted the veil on the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Re- 
gion. The history of the ETR was rewritten to characterize it as a tributary to 
the mainstream of the CCP-led Chinese revolution, according to Mao Zedong’s 
dictum that the East Turkistan Republic was “a part of the democratic revolu- 
tion of the entire Chinese people.” This did not immediately silence agitation 
for the creation of Uyghuristan, though, which became a focus of the campaign 
against “local nationalism” of the mid-1950s. 

Discussions of minority nationhood in the Soviet Union and China usu- 
ally gravitate toward one of two poles of attraction. One is the viewpoint of the 
state, with all its resources for classifying and defining peoples, and for incul- 
cating its preferred sense of identity. This is how most scholars have approached 
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the new Soviet nations, along with many of the minzu of China who first re- 
ceived administrative recognition in China’s ethnic classification project of the 
1950s. The other approach is the story of resistance to the state revolving 
around well-established national identities built on the foundations laid by the 
imperial legacy. Here we may think of the Mongols seceding from the Qing at 
its downfall and the long-running Tibetan struggle for cultural and political 
autonomy. Either of these two paradigms has always been a poor fit for the 
Turkic-speaking peoples of Russia and China. Not only the Uyghurs, but groups 
such as the Tatars, occupied an ambiguous middle ground in the imperial 
period between confessional, corporate, and ethnic identities. Yet these two 
poles—the gaze of the state and the sentiments of its subjects—can still guide 
us in this study. We simply need to recognize an ongoing dialectic between 
the two and dispense with the search for definitive moments in the “creation” 
of nations. 

From the fall of the Qing to the creation of the People’s Republic of China, 
the emergence of Uyghur nationalism was probably the most striking addi- 
tion to the field of ethnonational discourses in China. At no point in this 
story, though, have we encountered individuals proposing a wholesale revision 
of existing repertoires of communal identification. This history takes on the 
appearance of a radical invention only when we compare its starting point 
with its end point. The process that eventually led to the creation of the Uyghur 
nation consisted of a series of small steps, each occasioned by challenges and 
opportunities presented by changing political conditions, and each entirely 
logical and comprehensible in its context. 

The building blocks of the Qing Empire, its constituencies as some refer to 
them, have clearly played a role in this book, and the notion of the Muslims of 
China was put to various uses in the early twentieth century. To be sure, di- 
vided by language and culture, and split up between various provinces, these 
Muslims were not in a position to respond collectively to the fall of the Qing 
in 1912. Yet talk of five races in harmony was not necessarily empty rhetoric, 
and those Muslims who were oriented toward Beijing pointed to the Qing legacy 
in Xinjiang as grounds for Muslim autonomy in the Chinese Republic. The fact 
that Uyghurists in the Soviet Union initially presented themselves as repre- 
sentatives of the same constituency—the Muslims of China—obliges us to take 
the Qing construction of the Hui seriously. Had the Republic not succumbed 
to warlord domination and preserved a space for constitutional lobbying, who 
can say that such a notion of a unified Muslim community would not have even- 
tually found traction in Chinese politics? 
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When abroad, in Russia and the Ottoman Empire, we have seen that 
people frequently presented themselves as part of a Chinese Muslim commu- 
nity. What distinguished these imperial environments were the ways in which 
racial thinking came to be applied to such categories. In both the Ottoman 
and Russian empires, Uyghur history was initially treated as a part of a 
common Turkic history. It was as much a pan-Turkic symbol as the preserve 
of any particular group. In Russia, though, intellectual proponents of a unified 
Turk nation lost out to those seeking to construct distinct national histories for 
the empire’s Turkic-speaking peoples, nested within a wider narrative of Turkic 
genealogy. It was in response to this Jadidist discourse that the Uyghur symbol 
was appropriated as a category situating the Muslims of China on a branch of 
this revised family tree. This was in many ways a continuation of traditional 
forms of communal identification. Nazarkhoja Abdusamadov's formula— 
Taranchi son of Uyghur son of Turk—conforms to the classic Turko-Mongol 
mode of expressing ethnogenesis in terms of tribal genealogy. Primarily this 
was a way of staking out a position for the Taranchis in Russian Muslim cir- 
cles, but doing so emphasized a bond between the Taranchis and the rest of the 
Chinese Muslim community, whether Kashgaris or Dungans. 

When these Taranchis were thrust into a position of community leadership 
in 1917, the logic of this Uyghurist position obliged them to seize the reins of 
political work among the Muslims of China—both in the Soviet Union and in 
Xinjiang. Uyghur identity remained, in the period of the Revolutionary Union, 
a loose category that permitted ethnic difference within it and survived the col- 
lapse of the union in this form. Having assumed for themselves the position of 
spokespeople for potentially millions of people in neighboring China, this was 
not something that the Taranchis were going to relinquish. The Uyghurist 
view of the three Muslim peoples of China—the Taranchis, Kashgaris, and 
Dungans—next found its way into party building in Soviet Turkistan. In the 
mid-1920s the ground shifted again, requiring activists either to transform this 
coalition into a more explicitly national grouping or to abandon it. Initially, the 
Taranchis took the first option, the Kashgaris the second; but in the course of the 
national delimitation process the Kashgaris, seeking to ward off a threat of as- 
similation, came around to the Uyghurist position. This might be seen as oppor- 
tunistic, but nevertheless it was these Kashgaris who authored some of the first 
formulations of the Uyghurs as a nation conforming to the Stalinist orthodoxy 
and who introduced the terms of this discourse into politics in Xinjiang. 

It was neither the state and its officials nor a well-organized national move- 
ment that created the Uyghur nation, but a small and disenfranchised body of 
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activists, divided among themselves and seeking to obtain the best outcome 
from a political environment that was beyond their control. Few of those met 
with in this book ever exercised any real power, and only on rare occasions were 
proponents of Uyghur nationhood in any position to speak to the Muslims of 
Xinjiang. They were nevertheless able to insert this distinctive vision into ofh- 
cial structures, ensuring that the claims of a Uyghur nation would be part of 
the political discourse of the People's Republic of China. If very little else could 
be considered a success in twentieth-century Uyghur history, the campaign that 
was launched in the 1920s to win over the Taranchis, Kashgaris, and eventu- 
ally the Turfanis, Yarkandis, and the rest of Xinjiang’s settled oasis population, 
to think of themselves as a single nation, achieved its goal. 

By the time the Chinese Communists set about classifying the nations of 
the People’s Republic in the 1950s, eventually coming up with a list of fifty-six, 
there was little work left to be done in Xinjiang. Uyghurist hegemony in the 
ETR in Ghulja ended talk of a Taranchi nation, and the Chinese Communists 
accordingly reduced the province’s official tally of nationalities from fourteen 
to thirteen. Rather than creating them, the Chinese state, with its resources to 
classify and define peoples, was mobilized to legitimate a preexisting set of na- 
tional categories in Xinjiang. As in the 1930s, official recognition in the 1950s 
was important in allowing Uyghurs to pursue the objective of fostering national 
identification among the province’s Turkic-speaking Muslims, a goal that was 
that still far from realized at the inauguration of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autono- 
mous Region. 

While China’s minzu paradigm has imposed a flat and rigid template to 
which categories of nationality must officially conform, my book has shown the 
imbricated and multivalent qualities of the Uyghur national idea. None of the 
transitions I have outlined here, from thinking in terms of a Muslim community 
of China to the fleshing-out of a Uyghur nation, eliminated earlier meanings 
that had been imparted to the Uyghur symbol. The Uyghur nation therefore 
emerged as a palimpsest of Islamic, Turkic, and Soviet notions of national his- 
tory and identity and has remained a repository of these multiple discursive 
registers. This is a fact that China’s view of its national categories finds hard to 
accept, preferring instead to treat its minorities as entirely self-contained units 
whose historical and cultural ties do not transgress the boundaries of the 
People’s Republic of China and do not invoke wider religious or racial bonds. 
On this basis Chinese officials have engaged in futile efforts to police national 
discourse in Xinjiang, seeking to distinguish positive expressions of Uyghur 
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identity from elements that they see as symptoms of pan-Turkist or pan-Islamic 
sympathies. The result has only highlighted how blurred this line is, with policies 
against local nationalism or illegal religious activity often spilling over into 
campaigns that delegitimize authorized symbols of Uyghur identity. 

When I first started researching this book a decade ago, it seemed that the 
political implications of Uyghur nationhood were likely to remain at the heart 
of the ongoing conflict in Xinjiang. As I conclude it, though, it is hard to say 
this with any certainty. Among protagonists on both sides there are signs of 
people moving away from a common vocabulary of national rights. In Xinjiang 
itself there is a growing sense that space for promoting Uyghur interests within 
the system of national autonomy has vanished. In 2003, while studying in 
Uriimchi, I witnessed locals lining the streets to watch with respect as long- 
serving party official Sayfuddin Azizi’s hearse drove by. With Sayfuddin’s 
death, the cohort of Uyghur leaders linked to the ETR of the 1940s, seen as 
compromised but still credible spokespeople for the Uyghurs, departed the 
political scene. Outside China, Uyghur nationalists in exile still command a 
following in the diaspora and an indeterminate degree of support in Xinjiang 
itself, yet their activities elicit little in the way of international solidarity. Long- 
running national grievances toward assimilationist cultural policies, Chinese 
immigration, and national discrimination in Xinjiang’s economy continue to 
fester, but much of the recent violence in Xinjiang is rooted in local conflicts, 
disconnected from these spheres of lobbying activity. 

Many factors have contributed to what now looks to be a religious revival 
in Xinjiang. Some of this follows nationwide trends, as the state’s withdrawal 
from social support has prompted a turn toward religious ethics. Much of it, of 
course, reflects local conditions. In an environment where many Uyghurs feel 
that all they have left is religious faith, repressive religious policies will inevi- 
tably create the necessary conditions to redefine the struggle in Xinjiang as a 
jihad. Close surveillance of the mosque, restrictions on observance of religious 
festivals, and the policing of Islamic dress, all have come to the fore recently as 
sources of resentment and sparks for public protest. As Anatolii Lunacharskii, 
the Soviet Union’s People’s commissar of education, famously put it, “Religion 
is like a nail: if you hit it on the head, it just goes in deeper."!é 

Xinjiang is no different from anywhere else in the world, and if Uyghurs 
feel that self-styled nationalist leaders have failed them, they will look elsewhere 
for the means to resist. Needless to say, there is no inherent contradiction be- 
tween emphasizing religious grounds for opposition to Chinese rule in Xinjiang 
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and identifying with a national cause, but in some cases this line is being drawn. 
Recent propaganda of Islamist Uyghurs avoids making political claims as Uy- 
ghurs, preferring instead to identify themselves as part of a common Islamic 
front of Turkistani Muslims. If these trends continue, we shall in some ways 
find ourselves back in the situation that existed a century ago, when the col- 
lapse of the Ottoman Empire and failed bids for autonomy in Russian Turkistan 
saw the brief coalescence of a militant coalition on a primarily Islamic basis. 
Should that come to pass, Chinese officials today would do well to heed the 
words of Yang Zengxin, a champion of Chinese national unity who steered Xin- 
jiang through that period, when he was confronted by reports of pan-Islamic 
agitation on his province’s doorstep: “Such trends simply reflect the national 
question and the religious question,” he wrote to Beijing. “When we investi- 
gate their significance, they remain questions of rights. . . . The most crucial 
thing is to raise the standard of administration, not to exploit the Hui and 
the Turban-Wearing Muslims, so that the stand-in rule of the Chinese is pre- 
ferred to the autonomy of the Hui and Turban-Wearing Muslim: TI! Amid the 
deepening counterterrorist crackdown in Xinjiang, his words have a subversive 
ring to them. 

On the Chinese side, too, there is a growing disillusionment with the system 
of national autonomy. For many scholars and officials, the fall of the Soviet 
Union has called into question the ability of a Soviet-style national policy to 
resolve national tensions, and the fall itself has freed China to explore new ways 
of resolving such conflicts. This has set in motion a gradual conceptual shift 
away from a definition of China as a multinational state to China as a multi- 
ethnic nation-state, with a renewed emphasis on the existence of a single Chi- 
nese nation, the zhonghua minzu. As the Uyghurs now find themselves required 
to echo Xi Jinping’s slogans on the “Great Revival of the Zhonghua Minzu,” a 
group of scholars and officials have been debating how to “water down” (danhua) 
and depoliticize troublesome national identities such as that of the Uyghurs. 
‘These tentative proposals for what is termed a “second-generation nationali- 
ties policy” have not yet obtained approval at the highest levels of the party. It 
is still too early for the CCP to admit that its much-touted national policies 
have not resolved the national question. Yet this trend looks likely to define the 
terms of policy debate in this century. Instead of wrangling with Uyghur elites 
over the unfulfilled promise of national autonomy, Chinese officials may in 
future enjoy greater freedom to craft strategies to manage ethnic conflict that 
do not have a genealogy in Marxist theories on the right of nations to 


selfdetermination.'® 
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Parallel Histories 


Appropriately enough, the only public commemoration of Soviet involvement 
in Xinjiang in the 1930s is a monument to the “unknown Soviet soldier” erected 
in 2011 in an Uriimchi park. Clad in nondescript uniforms, their identifica- 
tion cards surrendered before entering Xinjiang, these NKVD soldiers were al- 
ways intended to remain unknown.” The obscuring of this history allows the 
coming of Communist modernity to Xinjiang to be told in much the same 
way as the rest of the official history of Xinjiang—as a story of heroic Chinese 
pioneers blazing a trail into the wilds of China’s northwest. A two-story 
building of stocky brick construction on Victory Road in Uriimchi, a bustling 
thoroughfare leading from Xinjiang University to the city center, bears witness 
to this. For a while, it housed the offices of a group of Chinese Communist 
Party members who were dispatched to Xinjiang from the Red Army base in 
Yan'an in 1938. It is now a public museum and site of patriotic education, 
where the exploits of these men, including Mao Zedong’s brother Mao Zemin, are 
celebrated as a preamble to the story of Chinese Communist Party’s liberation 
of Xinjiang in 1949.?? 

What is left unsaid is that these Chinese Communists were far from the 
first to consider the application of the new revolutionary ideology to Xinjiang. 
In coming to Xinjiang, they were following a path already well laid out by the 
many Uyghur, Kazakh, Mongol, Tatar, and Chinese Communists who had 
preceded them as members of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. These, 
in turn, were but a small fraction of the hundreds of thousands of émigrés from 
Xinjiang in Soviet Turkistan whose lives, and identities, had been transformed 
by the Russian Revolution and the emerging Soviet system in ways that I have 
described in this book. 

A two-hour flight away to the west in Almaty, a bust of Abdullah Rozibaqiev 
looks on as locals stroll through a leafy park in the city center, where he is 
remembered among a group of prominent politicians of Soviet Kazakhstan. 
Nearby, one of the city’s major north-south boulevards bears his name, Rozy- 
bakiev Street. Shot in 1938, Rozibaqiev and his colleagues from the 1920s are 
conspicuously absent from the first Soviet scholarly works on the Uyghurs in 
Kazakhstan.?! Rehabilitated in 1957, he is now justly recognized for the leading 
role he played in the history of the Uyghur community of Kazakhstan—a role 
that this book has confirmed. 

Yet for Qadir Haji, a man who in his day had the same status among the 
Kashgaris of Soviet Central Asia as Rozibaqiev had among the Taranchis, there 
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are no memorials. To the best of my knowledge, no scholars in the post-Soviet 
republics of Kazakhstan, Kirghizstan, or Uzbekistan have shown any interest in 
restoring his face to the doctored photograph that is 1920s and 1930s Soviet 
Uyghur history. Thus the story of Uyghur communism, as it is told in post- 
Soviet Central Asia, revolves around a man who never went to Xinjiang and is 
free from the accusation that clings to Qadir Haji, that in seeking a route to 
Uyghur nationhood on Soviet terms he was leading his people toward a dead end. 
We have to ask, though: How would these two stories be told if Rozibaqiev 
had been sent to Kashgar instead of Qadir Haji? 

Uyghur history thus closely mirrors the fate of the Uyghurs themselves, 
split up between the republics of Central Asia and Xinjiang, and obliged to 
conform to other people’s national boundaries, forcing two parallel lines that 
do not intersect. To the extent that this study has succeeded in elucidating 
some of the blind spots that this pressure has created, it will have pointed 
toward the possibility of a more holistic view of the history of the Uyghurs as 
a national community. Having gained such a vantage point, it becomes pos- 
sible to see, not only what is distinctive about the Uyghur story, but also where 
it coincides with other stories and produces parallels of a more instructive kind. 
Naturally there are family resemblances here to other cases of Soviet nation 
building—it could not be otherwise. Yet an equally worthwhile point of com- 
parison with the Uyghur story is that of Chinese nationalism itself. There, 
too, the story of men and women going abroad for work and study, coming 
into contact with new thinking on the nation—thinking that at times empha- 
sized racial solidarities, at times class—plays a crucial role. Like the Uyghurs, 
these overseas Chinese communities were a mixture of long established émi- 
grés who took the diaspora as the focus of their political activity and recent 
arrivals whose goal was to return to China and effect change there. Thus many 
elements of my account of Uyghur nationalism should be familiar to those 
versed in Chinese political history. The immediate outlook for a reconciliation 
of Chinese and Uyghur historical narratives is not encouraging, but such a 
reconciliation will be a necessary part of any lasting peace in Xinjiang. If this 
book has anything to offer toward this end, it may be this recognition: that in 
spite of differing views on the historical status of Xinjiang, the recent experi- 
ences of the Uyghurs and Chinese have much in common. 
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